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Why did the Ottoman Empire enter the First World War in late October 
1914, months after the war’s devastations had become clear? Were its 
leaders “simple-minded,” “below-average” individuals, as the doyen of 
Turkish diplomatic history has argued? Or, as others have claimed, did 
the Ottomans enter the war because War Minister Enver Pasha, dictating 
Ottoman decisions, was in thrall to the Germans and to his own expan- 
sionist dreams? Based on previously untapped Ottoman and European 
sources, Mustafa Aksakal’s dramatic study challenges this consensus. 
It demonstrates that responsibility went far beyond Enver, that the road 
to war was paved by the demands of a politically interested public, and 
that the Ottoman leadership sought the German alliance as the only way 
out of a web of international threats and domestic insecurities, opting for 
an escape whose catastrophic consequences for the empire and seismic 
impact on the Middle East are felt even today. 
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Is it Istanbul or Constantinople? This is a question that may prove vexing 
to the uninitiated reader, who would be well within her right not to stop 
there but to ask further. Is it Turkey or Ottoman Empire, Porte or Sublime 
Porte, Turks or Ottomans, Middle East or Near East, or even the polit- 
ically neutral eastern Mediterranean? There seems to be no convention 
without its own set of pitfalls. Historians working in European history 
have remained true to the parlance of the period, and they have stuck to 
“Constantinople,” “Turkey,” “the Porte,” “Turks,” and “the Near East.” 
For historians working in Ottoman history and with Ottoman Turkish 
language sources, however, this usage, by definition, represents European 
and, worse, imperialist perspectives. Historians working with Ottoman 
sources point out that the usage inside the “Well-Protected Domains” 
(Memalık-i Mahruse) was quite different. It was the Family of Osman 
(Al-i Osman), and later the Sublime Ottoman State (Devlet-i Aliye-i 
Osmaniye), not Turkey, and not an “empire,” that governed the multi- 
ethnic, multi-religious, and multi-lingual society of Ottomans, not 
Turks.’ Its highest offices were accessed through the famous Exalted 
Gate or Sublime Porte (Bab-ı Ah). 

And yet, even in this usage the Ottomanist must concede deficiencies. 
In its own international correspondence, written mostly in French, the 
state itself used “Constantinople” and “Turquie.” In the nineteenth 
century it insisted on being referred to as an empire with an emperor, as 
in “Sa Majesté Impériale le Sultan” and “Sa Majesté le Sultan Empereur 
des Ottomans,” on par with European powers. Its own paper money 
designated the issuer as “Banque Impériale Ottomane.”” Much more 
important, it seems anachronistic to speak of an “Ottoman government” 


1 See the thoughtful discussion on the occasion of the Ottoman Empire’s seven hundredth 
anniversary celebration in Christoph K. Neumann, “Devletin Adi Yok — Bir Amblemin 
Okunması [The State Has No Name — The Reading of an Emblem],” Cogito 19 (Summer 
1999): 269-83. 

? Ibid. 
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and an “Ottoman cabinet” in 1914 when the major players had explicitly 
repudiated “Ottomanism” and were set on constructing a government by 
and for the Turks, and when major dailies and books freely used “Turks” 
(Türkler) and “Turkey” (Türkiye). And if Turkish-speakers referred to 
the capital as Istanbul among a variety of names, about half of the pop- 
ulation spoke other languages and used different names. The Turkish 
Republic under Mustafa Kemal undertook an official name change from 
Constantinople to Istanbul in 1930. 

Since labeling and categories are no trivial matter in reconstructing 
decision-making, perceptions, fears, and hopes, I have tried to offer the 
necessary nuance without also adding muddle; otherwise, I have used the 
following, inadequate conventions: Ottomans and Ottoman Empire, 
Istanbul and the Porte, and the Near East. Where I have cited Ottoman 
published (primary) works I have sought to provide translations of titles in 
the notes and bibliography. For Ottoman dates, whether expressed in the 
lunar hicri or the solar rumi calendars, I have included Gregorian 
equivalents. 
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Introduction: pursuing sovereignty in the age 
of imperialism 





The Ottoman Empire’s expulsion from Europe, where it had been a major 
power for more than four centuries, marks one of the major turning-points 
in modern history, one whose consequences for Europe and the Middle 
East we have still to absorb. Among the stages of this expulsion — the 
Balkan wars of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the occupa- 
tion of the Ottoman capital by the Entente Powers in 1918, the empire’s 
subsequent and comprehensive dissolution in 1922 — the government’s 
decision to intervene in an intra-European war in 1914 played a crucial 
role. Yet the decision is a puzzling one, since the conflict between 
Europe’s two alliance systems was one in which the Ottomans had no 
immediate stake. 

Given the war’s disastrous consequences and its human cost for the 
entire Middle East, it is not surprising that the decision taken by the 
leadership in 1914 has been roundly blasted by historians and memoir- 
writers alike. In these accounts Enver Pasha, the war minister, a hawk in 
thrall to Germany, more or less single-handedly pushed the empire into a 
war it did not want. Alternatively, intervention has been ascribed to the 
hare-brained ideas of a tiny inner circle of the Young Turk leadership who 
had hijacked Ottoman policy — either because they were corrupted by 
German gold, blinded by German promises, pressured by German dip- 
lomats, or moved by voracious personal ambition, megalomaniac expan- 
sionism, or naïveté, attributable to their “below-average” intelligence.’ In 
short, instead of welcoming the war as a reprieve from international 
pressures and remaining aloof from the bloodshed enveloping Europe, 
Enver and the men around him had sped up the “Sick Man”’s demise by 
entering the fight on the side of Germany and Austria-Hungary on 
October 29, 1914. 

And yet, from a global perspective, the Ottomans’ entry into the First 
World War can be seen as a reaction against the principal historical forces 


1 For the quotation see the discussion of Yusuf Hikmet Bayur below in this Introduction. 
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of the time: the steady expansion of European economic, political, and 
military control. This book argues that Ottoman leaders in 1914 made the 
only decision they believed could save the empire from partition and 
foreign rule. Envisioning outright foreign control in the Near East 
required no great stretch of the imagination. By 1900, Europe’s territorial 
control, not least thanks to tools produced by the Industrial Revolution, 
extended to some 85 percent of the globe’s surface, rendering the 
Ottoman Empire one of the globe’s last holdouts. For the Ottomans, the 
path to international security ran through an alliance with one of the Great 
Powers. By 1914 a general consensus had emerged around this vision, 
even if its implementation became subject to personal disagreements and 
rivalries among the top officials. For reasons that will become clear, the 
choice of ally fell on Germany. 

While its military and political leadership became convinced that the 
world had entered an era in which states and peoples could survive only 
through the demonstration of military power, the Ottoman Empire did 
not leap into war at the first opportunity. In fact, much of this book, and 
perhaps that is its main surprise, examines the great lengths to which the 
Ottomans went to stay out of the war. Once it became clear, however, that 
their alliance with Germany would not survive further delay, they 
embarked upon war confident that only the battlefield could bring the 
empire the unifying and liberating experience it so desperately needed. 

Though the Ottoman Empire was an agrarian empire in the traditional 
mold, in the last decades it had been faced with the growth of the same 
kinds of nationalisms that beset the Habsburgs and would eventually 
overtake the empires of the “New Imperialism.” But the Ottomans had 
to confront the ground-shaking forces of anti-colonial nationalism during 
the high noon of European imperialism, mixing geopolitical danger with 
domestic vulnerability. The Ottoman state thus had to come to terms with 
subject populations who increasingly felt themselves to be different pre- 
cisely in an age when other empires, those backed by powerful industry, 
were spreading. Unlike the New Imperialists to the west, however, for the 
Ottoman leaders the survival of the state and the survival of the empire 
were one and the same. 

To be sure, by 1914 the Ottoman Empire had become a perforated 
society, with perforations running along ethnic and religious lines. 
Throughout the long nineteenth century, the empire had endured dra- 
matic shifts in its external boundaries, a vast remapping that truncated its 
territory and generated waves of migration, leading to the major blurring 
of its internal social boundaries as well. In fact, it is impossible to catego- 
rize the questions surrounding the empire’s nationalities as belonging 
exclusively to either the domestic or the foreign realm of politics. By 
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1914, the empire’s military security, or rather its vulnerability, had also 
become a function ofthe empire’s demographic situation. 

The question of whether the Ottomans could have saved the empire by 
employing, before nationalism became too virulent, “correct” domestic 
policies, thereby preserving its multi-ethnic and multi-religious, even 
cosmopolitan, character is now unanswerable. To us, the possibility 
that it could have done so carries tremendous appeal, since it would 
have spared the region the ugly, often bloody and murderous, process of 
disintegration and the subsequent, often equally horrific, process of 
nation-building. In 1914, however, Ottoman observers needed only to 
look at recent history, whether across the globe or at home, to conclude 
that military power alone could prevent dismemberment and colonial 
status. Even so, the empire’s military, political, and intellectual leaders 
were not engaged solely in a campaign of self-defense; they firmly believed 
that the militarization of society and its institutions, which they based on 
European models, were the only road to an Ottoman modernity. 

In 1914, the Sublime Porte faced four main foreign policy challenges, 
each in turn carrying a set of crucial domestic implications: the Armenian 
reform project in eastern Anatolia, the Aegean islands question, a loan 
agreement with one or more of the European governments, and the 
Liman von Sanders Affair. From the Ottoman perspective, these chal- 
lenges posed life-or-death questions, and they tended to come from the 
Entente: Britain, France, and Russia. The archival evidence shows that for 
the tsarist government in St. Petersburg the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 
1913, the Liman von Sanders Affair of December 1913, the possibility ofa 
Greek-Ottoman War in 1914, and the July Crisis were all seen in the 
context of Russian intentions to seize control over Istanbul and the 
Ottoman Straits. 

Once the war raged in Europe, the Entente governments, as we shall 
see, issued in writing a promise that they would protect the empire’s 
territorial integrity in exchange for its neutrality, an offer the Ottoman 
leadership turned down. Rejecting the promise was not simply a matter of 
misplaced suspicion, however. Writing from Paris on August 11, 1914, 
the Russian ambassador, A. P. Izvolskii, reported the prevailing views in 
the French foreign ministry. Foreign Minister Gaston Doumergue and his 
colleagues had discussed Ottoman fears that the European war might 
precipitate the Russian seizure of Istanbul and the Straits. In the discus- 
sion, Doumergue suggested issuing the Entente guarantee of territorial 
integrity in order to “calm” Ottoman nerves. “According to the views of 
Doumergue,” Izvolskii wrote, making such a guarantee now “would not 
prevent us from solving the Straits question in line with our thinking at 
war’s end.” Others in the French foreign ministry took yet a more 
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aggressive line and argued that it would “be more advantageous for us to 
include Turkey on the side of our enemies and in that way to finish her off” 
for good.” 

Were the Ottomans privy to exchanges such as this one, exchanges that 
spelled out explicitly the empire’s partition? We know that this was so on 
at least some occasions, though the archives have remained silent as to 
whether the Sublime Porte’s intelligence services succeeded in obtaining 
the exchange above. One occasion on which they did acquire such infor- 
mation was a note of August 6, 1914, penned by the Russian ambassador 
at Istanbul, M.N. Giers. In that note, Giers was proposing to his govern- 
ment that the empire be kept neutral until “that point in time when 
circumstances permit our own firm entrance into the Straits.”’ From 
the Ottoman perspective it was of little consolation that S. D. Sazonov, 
the Russian foreign minister, steered a policy aimed at later rather than 
immediate annexation of the Straits.* 

Hence, when the Entente in August and September 1914, after much 
diplomatic wrangling, issued its guarantee of territorial integrity for the 
duration of the war, it should come as no surprise that the decision-makers 
in Istanbul treated the Entente promise as an empty one, a diplomatic 
hoodwink intended to buy time and to prevent the conflict from 
spreading.” 

On the eve of the Great War, it was modernizing ideology that domi- 
nated the Ottomans’ political and military leadership. Becoming modern 
meant the establishment of a sovereign, economically and politically 
independent state that enjoyed full membership in the international 
state system and access to international law. In theory, the Ottoman 
Empire had been a member of the Concert of Europe since 1856, when 
the Ottomans were signatory to the Treaty of Paris ending the Crimean 
War. In reality, this Great Power status and membership in a system 
whose mandate it was to preserve peace by defending the international 
status quo had not prevented the empire from suffering a series of 


2 IBZI, Series II, vol. 6/1, no. 65, Izvolskii to Sazonov, August 11, 1914, 44, and Note 2. 
Izvolskii reported these French attitudes a day after the two legendary German battle- 
cruisers, the Goeben and the Breslau, made their famous escape into the Ottoman Straits, 
discussed in chapter 4. The French talks took place before news of the ships had reached 
Paris, however, and hence had not been prompted by the crisis that ensued over them. 
BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 254, Giers to St. Petersburg, August 6, 1914, no. 631. Also in 
IBZI, Series I, vol. 2, no. 9, Giers to Sazonov, August 5, 1914, 6-7. 

From the Ottoman perspective it mattered little that S.D. Sazonov was genuine in his 
desire to keep the Ottomans out of the war and to preserve neutrality, see Ronald P. 
Bobroff, Roads to Glory: Late Imperial Russia and the Turkish Straits (London: I. B. Tauris, 
2006), 96-115. 

Discussed in chapter 5. 
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territorial and diplomatic losses that left the country utterly demoralized 
and in financial ruin.° Since 1878 alone, these territorial losses included: 
Cyprus (British administration under Ottoman sovereignty, 1878); 
Ardahan, Batum, and Kars (to Russia, 1878); Montenegro, Romania, 
and Serbia (all gaining independence, 1878); Bosnia-Herzegovina 
(Austro-Hungarian occupation, 1878; Austro-Hungarian annexation, 
1908); Tunisia (French protectorate, 1881); Egypt (British occupation, 
1882); Crete (Great Powers impose autonomy, 1898); Kuwait (British 
protectorate, 1899); Bulgaria (independence, 1908); Tripoli (Italian 
annexation, 1912); Dodecanese Islands (Italian occupation, 1912); west- 
ern Thrace (to Bulgaria and Greece, 1912); Aegean islands, including 
Chios and Mitylene (to Greece, 1912); Albania (independence, 1912); 
Macedonia (partitioned among Bulgaria, Greece, and Serbia 1912-13). 
And although the Great Powers did intervene on behalf of the Ottoman 
Empire at the Berlin Congress of 1878, following the war between the 
empire and Russia, they did so because they feared Russian expansion, 
which suggested to the cynical that when Western and Russian interests 
coincided, European concern for Ottoman integrity would cease. 

Until the beginning of this period of staggering losses, perhaps as many 
as half of the empire’s subjects resided in its European provinces, collec- 
tively known as Rumeli (i.e. land of the Romans). The Balkans thus 
formed an integral, ifnot crucial, part ofthe empire’s economic, political, 
and cultural life. By the twentieth century, Rumeli had shrunk signifi- 
cantly; it now represented but one-fifth of the empire’s total population.’ 

The state’s massive reform programs of the nineteenth century proved 
unable to reverse the slippage in the empire’s international footing. 
Beginning with its military and bureaucratic reforms in the late eighteenth 
and early nineteenth centuries, the Ottoman state implemented policies 
designed to regain its rank as one of the most prosperous and orderly 
states in the world, a proud position it had occupied in the sixteenth 
century. With Western European powers now in the driver’s seat, how- 
ever, by the mid-nineteenth century the empire’s statesmen had embraced 
both the principle and the work of reform, not because reforms were 
forced on them but because they believed in these measures as the best 
way of regaining strength and stability. This reform movement grew from 
inside the empire in response to the pressures and challenges posed by the 


6 See, for example, the three-hour-long report by Finance Minister Cavid Bey on the budget 
for 1330 (March 1913-March 1914) in the Ottoman chamber of deputies in MMZC, 18 
Haziran 1330 (July 1, 1914). 

7 Donald Quataert, The Ottoman Empire, 1700-1922, 2nd edn. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2005), 54. 
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Map 2: The First and Second Balkan Wars, 1912-1913 


European Great Power system. Thus these reformers initially adopted 
European methods and techniques not with resentment or hostility but 
with a great deal of respect and even admiration. In this effort to fit into the 
emerging international society of states, the Sublime Porte hired 
European technical experts to reform its army, bureaucracy, and law. 
These reformers also sent their own technocrats to learn new methods 
in Berlin, London, and Paris. Nor did these reformers adopt European 
methods out of a sense of humiliation or “Eastern inferiority”; while other 
Asian and African states engaged in the same drive for modernization, so 
did various European governments. The Spanish and Swedish govern- 
ments, to choose western European examples, also sent officers for train- 
ing to Berlin, London, and Paris. Further to the east, Bulgaria, Greece, 
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and even Russia all participated in this process of acquiring new skills and 
technologies.” 

This embrace of European-based reforms gradually gave way to the 
conviction that Western arguments for reform were simply tools of 
European imperialism. The new Ottoman leadership of the twentieth 
century viewed Great Power diplomacy as a fixed game: the Great Powers 
were the House, and you could not beat it by playing by the rules. In the 
face of these territorial losses, diplomatic defeats, and severe economic 
difficulties, the generations of pro-European reformers were eventually 
replaced by increasingly radical, younger leaders who believed that 
diplomatic history had taught a single lesson: only military power could 
preserve the empire. 

This new generation of leaders organized itself as the Ottoman 
Committee of Union and Progress and succeeded in 1908 in toppling 
the regime of Sultan Abdulhamid II (r.1876-1908/9). In what became 
known as the Young Turk Revolution of 1908, the Ottoman Committee 
of Union and Progress (CUP) compelled the regime to reinstate the 
Constitution of 1876 and to call for general elections for anew chamber 
of deputies. With a bloodless revolution, empire-wide elections, and the 
opening of the chamber in 1908, the Ottoman Empire, it seemed, had 
transformed itself into a liberal, constitutional monarchy. While the rev- 
olution’s aftermath saw the birth of a lively press and the expressions of 
high hopes for “union and progress” and “liberty, justice, and brother- 
hood,” as so many postcards and placards proclaimed, the years that 
followed were also marked by deep crises of internal violence, including 
the massacre of 20,000 Armenians in the Adana region in 1909, wars in 
North Africa and the Balkans in 1911-13, and continued financial inse- 
curity. Finally, in the context of the Balkan Wars, the CUP seized 
near-authoritarian control over the state apparatus in 1913 and continued 
to tighten its grip through the war years.” 


8 Brian Silverstein, “Islam and Modernity in Turkey: Power, Tradition and Historicity in the 
European Provinces of the Muslim World,” Anthropological Quarterly 76 (Summer 2003): 
497-517; David Ralston, Importing the European Armies: The Introduction of European Military 
Techniques and Institutions into the Extra-European World, 1600-1914 (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1990); William R. Polk and Richard L. Chambers, Beginnings of Modernization 
in the Middle East: The Nineteenth Century (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1968). 

° There are a number of excellent studies of CUP history: M. Şükrü Hanioglu, Preparation 
for a Revolution: The Young Turks, 1902-1908 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 
and The Young Turks in Opposition (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995); Zafer 
Toprak, Ittihad-Terakki ve Cihan Harbi: Savas Ekonomisi ve Türkiye’de Devletçilik (Istanbul: 
Homer, 2003); M. Naim Turfan, The Rise of the Young Turks: Politics, the Military and 
Ottoman Collapse (New York: I. B. Tauris, 2000); Hasan Kayalı, Arabs and Young Turks: 
Ottomanism, Arabism, and Islamism in the Ottoman Empire, 1908-1918 (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1997); Feroz Ahmad, The Young Turks: The Committee of 
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In selecting the sources for this study, I have mostly avoided reliance on 
the main secondary publications appearing in the war’s highly charged 
aftermath. These studies too often misportray Ottoman intervention as 
the work of a single individual, War Minister Enver Pasha, who has gone 
down in history as dazzled by Prussian military prowess and dreaming of a 
pan-Islamist/pan-Turkist empire stretching from the Bosporus to Central 
Asia. I have equally avoided reliance on political memoirs. While these 
sources undoubtedly offer a wealth of information on the late Ottoman 
period more generally, they aim at deflecting responsibility and shifting 
blame elsewhere when considering the question of the Ottoman entry into 
the war. To illustrate the point we may turn to the memoirs of Halil 
Mentese, the speaker of the Ottoman chamber of deputies in 1914, who 
participated in the alliance negotiations with Germany and the subse- 
quent decision-making that paved the way for intervention. Halil looks 
back approvingly on the decision for war, surmising that there existed no 
other option. This perhaps was no surprise, since he had supported the 
war very publicly in 1914. And yet his memoirs, published in 1986 with an 
excellent introduction by Ismail Arar, also claim that the Ottomans 
entered the war “accidentally” and that no orders for attacking Russian 
forces in the Black Sea were ever issued.'” As we shall see in the later 
chapters of this book, the archival evidence fully contradicts this point. 

In the middle of the July Crisis, on July 13, 1914, and about two weeks 
after the assassination of the Habsburg heir apparent Franz Ferdinand in 
Sarajevo, the grand vezir and foreign minister, Said Halim Pasha, dis- 
patched a confidential note, written in his own hand, to War Minister 
Enver Pasha, conveying the strong possibility of the outbreak of war 
between Austria-Hungary and Serbia. Said Halim beat the alarm bells 
based on information from an “authoritative” and “high ranking” source 
in the German foreign office itself. The contact had revealed remarkable 
news: “I can tell you confidentially that next week war will break out 
between Austria and Serbia ... We hope that the war is no longer avoid- 
able, because it is perhaps the final chance for Austria to deal with Serbia. 
But one does not have full confidence that Vienna will demonstrate the 
energy necessary for this decision.” '' While the note exposes the attitudes 
of at least some in Berlin during the July Crisis, it also demonstrates that 


Union and Progress in Turkish Politics, 1908-1914 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1969). 
See also more generally Palmira Brummett, Image and Imperialism in the Ottoman 
Revolutionary Press, 1908-1911 (Albany: State University of New York Press, 2000). 

10 Halil Mentege, Osmanh Mebusan Reisi Halil Mentese’nin Anıları [Memoirs of the Speaker 
of the Ottoman Chamber of Deputies, Halil Mentese], ed. Ismail Arar (Istanbul: Hurriyet 
Vakfi, 1986), 188, 206, 208 and Arar’s discussion, 49-54. 

11 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 243, Yeni Dosya 1009, Fihrist 1 and 1-1. Said Halim received 
Berlin’s letter via the Ottoman consul at Bremen. (Emphasis in original.) 
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those plying the Ottoman rudder were by no means benighted as to the 
real possibility of a major European war in late July 1914. 

In hindsight, these gathering war clouds on the European horizon 
offered the empire a precious opportunity for domestic reform. In 
Turkey, Yusuf Hikmet Bayur made this point forcefully in his monumen- 
tal History of the Turkish Revolution, published between 1940 and 1967 in 
more than five thousand pages. Bayur drew not only on the vast document 
collections made public by the European governments after 1919 but also 
on the unpublished Ottoman archival material, newspapers, and political 
memoirs. 1° On the basis of this rich documentation, he concluded that the 
Ottoman government led by the “triumvirate Talat-Enver-Cemal” had 
entered the war “without any compelling reason.”'” 

Bayur was the grandson of the former grand vezir and CUP arch-rival, 
Kamil Pasha, and he criticized harshly the attempts of successive CUP 
governments at reorganizing the state’s administrative, financial, and 
military apparatus after the two Balkan Wars. In mid-1913, the then 
grand vezir and war minister, Mahmud Sevket Pasha, had enlisted 
British, French, and German officers and technical specialists into the 
state’s service. Mahmud Sevket had hoped both to improve and modern- 
ize the state’s institutions and to establish more cordial foreign relations 
with the European powers in the process. Writing from the perspective of 
the new Turkish Republic established in 1923, Bayur found such policies 
terribly imprudent, because, in his view, they had only fueled the imperial 
rivalries in the region. Leaders such as Enver, Said Halim, and Talat (the 
interior minister), Bayur surmised, failed to understand the effects of their 
policies because they were men who lacked the skills and abilities of true 
statesmanship. In Bayur’s words, they were “below-average” and “simple- 
minded” individuals. '* 

Finally, Bayur accused the CUP leadership of chasing “ideals like 
Turanism [i.e. pan-Turkism] and pan-Islamism”'” and entering a world 
war unnecessarily and with calamitous consequences. Their course stood 
in stark contrast to Turkey’s splendid isolation during the Second World 
War. Once the navy had mined the Straits — the southern one, the 
Dardanelles, connecting the Mediterranean and the Sea of Marmara, 
and the northern one, the Bosporus, connecting the Sea of Marmara to 


12 Yusuf Hikmet Bayur, Türk İnkılâbı Tarihi, 3 vols. (Ankara: Türk Tarih Kurumu 
Basimevi, 1940-1967). 

12 Bayur, Türk İnkılâbı Tarihi, vol. IIVi, 1914-1918 Genel Savaşı, 267 and 269. 

14 Bayur, Türk İnkılâbı Tarihi, vol. Wiii, Paylaşmalar, 2 and 5. 

15 Bayur, Türk İnkılâbı Tarihi, vol. IN, 1914-1918 Genel Savaşı, 268 for the quotation, and 
see 267-74, where he addresses the question “Was the Ottoman government correct in 
entering the war?” 
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the Black Sea - and closed them first to warships in August 1914 and 
then to all traffic in late September, the German government would have 
“treated [the Ottomans] with kindness and would have provided each 
and every type of support” to the Istanbul government in exchange for 
this invaluable service of cutting off British and French supply lines to 
Russia.'° Thus even Bayur implicitly endorsed a policy that sided with 
Germany, although not an alliance and intervention. Whatever the 
majority of historians and memoir-writers may have claimed after the 
war, as we shall see, the sources examined in this study strongly suggest 
that it was not only Enver Pasha who supported the option for war in 
1914," 

Nonetheless, Bayur’s work has remained unique both inside Turkey 
and beyond for its comprehensiveness and its use of all the published 
European archival material. His access to the then-restricted and uncata- 
logued archives of the foreign ministry permitted him to shed light on 
Ottoman decision-making as well. It is not surprising that Bayur’s study 
quickly became the standard historical account of the period in general 
and on the question of the Ottoman entry into the First World War in 
particular. Its influence can also be seen in the extensive military history 
publications of the Turkish General Staff, which followed Bayur very 
closely, focusing on both Western imperialism and the Ottoman leaders’ 
alleged secrecy and incompetence.'® As a result, historiography has 
judged strongly the leaders whose actions led to the empire’s entry into 
the war.'” The war minister and deputy commander in chief, Enver 


16 Bayur, Türk İnkılâbı Tarihi, vol. I/iii, Paylasmalar, 271. 
17 For a single example, see the speech by Ubeydullah Efendi, representative from Izmir, in 
the Ottoman chamber of deputies, in MMZC, 6 Temmuz 1330 (July 19, 1914). 
18 Republic of Turkey, Chief of the General Staff, Birinci Diinya Harbi’nde Tiirk Harbi, vol. I, 
Osmanlı Imparatorlugu’nun Siyasi ve Askeri Hazırlıkları ve Harbe Girişi, Genelkurmay Askeri 
Tarih ve Stratejik Etüt Başkanlığı Yayınları, rev. Cemal Akbay (Ankara: Genelkurmay 
Basım Evi, 1970; rev. 1991), 1-154, 201-20; Kâzım Yetiş, “Ikinci Meşrutiyet Devrindeki 
Belli Başlı Fikir Akımlarının Askeri Hareketlere ve Cepheye Tesiri,” in Bildiriler: Dördüncü 
Askeri Tarih Semineri (Ankara: Genelkurmay Basımevi, 1989), 59-69; Y. T. Kurat, “How 
Turkey Drifted into World War I,” in Studies in International History, ed. K. Bourne and 
D.C. Watt (London: Longmans, 1967), 293; Veli Yılmaz, Inci Dünya Harbinde Türk- 
Alman Ittifakı ve Askeri Yardımlar (Istanbul: Cem, 1993), 1-16, 73-94; Dogan Hacipoglu, 
29 Ekim 1914: Osmanh Imparatorlugu’nun 1. Dünya Harbine Girişi (Istanbul: Deniz Ikmal 
Grup Komutanlığı, 2000), 5-25, 103; Durdu Mehmed Burak, Birinci Dünya Savaşında 
Türk-Ingiliz İlişkileri (Ankara: Babil, 2004), 59-72. See also Geoffrey Miller, Superior Force: 
The Conspiracy behind the Escape of Goeben and Breslau (Hull: University of Hull Press, 
1996), 252-5. 
Şevket Süreyya Aydemir, Makedonya’dan Ortaasya’ya Enver Paşa, 3 vols. (Istanbul: 
Remzi Kitabevi, 1971), vol. II, 505-6. 
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Pasha, in particular, has frequently been presented as “selling out” the 
country to Germany and forcing the Ottomans into war.” 

The history of the late Ottoman period has been shaped by what we now 
know about the war and its outcome. The war’s relatively long duration, 
for instance, led historians like Bayur to depict the Ottoman decision for 
war as a death wish. This understanding fails to recognize that despite the 
intense militarism and armaments race in Europe, many contemporaries 
believed that a general war, if it broke out at all, could last no more than 
“a matter of months,” and that it would be concluded by a negotiated 
peace rather than decisive military victory of one side over the other.”' If 
the Ottoman leaders could plausibly have expected a shorter confronta- 
tion, room must be allowed for the possibility that they were seeking not 
the grandiose creation of a Muslim empire in Central Asia and elsewhere, 
as has been charged, but rather a long-term alliance with a Great Power, 
and, in particular, with Germany. From that alliance, Ottomans could 
hope for a period of stability, a period marked by international security 
and economic advances. 

But perhaps what accounts most for the deep entrenchment of the 
reigning view on the Ottoman decision for war is what has been referred 
to as “imposed historical amnesia”? or a “post-war amnesia”” in the 
Turkish historiography of the early republican era. Following the Turkish 
War of Independence (1919-22) and the establishment of the Republic of 
Turkey (1923), Turkish historiography embraced vigorously the precepts 
of the nation-state and sought a complete break with the Ottoman Empire 
even as the republic continued to rely on the political, social, and institu- 
tional structures of the late Ottoman period. 

In 1914 the July Crisis and the possibility of war between Austria- 
Hungary and Serbia seemed to offer an escape from what many 
Ottomans perceived to be a dead end. With the support and guidance of 
the German Empire, Ottoman leaders hoped to carry through the kind of 
radical transformation they deemed necessary for the creation of a mod- 
ern, sustainable state. Wartime, some of these leaders believed, presented 


20 See, for example, the lead story headline on the front page of a prominent Turkish daily, 
“Savasın bedeli 5 milyon altın [The War’s Price: Five Million in Gold],” Cumhuriyet, 
August 11, 1996, reporting a “find” in the archives of the German Foreign Office 
documenting that Cemal-Enver-Talat received 5 million Ottoman pounds from 
Germany in exchange for entering the war. 

21 David G. Herrmann, The Arming of Europe and the Making of the First World War 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996), 1. 

22 Kemal H. Karpat, The Politicization of Islam: Reconstructing Identity, State, Faith, and 
Community in the Late Ottoman State (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001), 354. 

23 Stéphane Audoin-Rouzeau and Annette Becker, 14-18: Understanding the Great War, 
trans. Catherine Temerson (New York: Hill and Wang, 2002), 46. 
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a suitable, even ideal, environment for the realization of such drastic 
changes. The Young Turks intended to transform the empire into a 
politically and economically independent, modern country by removing 
foreign control and cultivating a citizenry that would be loyal to the state. 
These individuals imagined that conditions of war could offer an appro- 
priate pretext for the expulsion of foreign businesses and the nullification 
of fiscal and legal exemptions for foreign nationals, the so-called “capi- 
tulations” (their actual cancellation on October 1, 1914, announced on 
September 9, produced massive public celebrations). Wartime, more- 
over, presented the state with additional tools for the mobilization of the 
citizenry behind the Istanbul government.” 

Resituating the decision for war in the psychological climate of prewar 
society makes it possible to see Ottoman intervention as the product of 
wider political trends rather than of the immediate pressures of the July 
Crisis. Feroz Ahmad has remarked that the CUP leaders, civilian and 
military alike, were united in their strong desire to achieve full independ- 
ence and were prepared to go to war for this cause: “Thus Turkey’s 
intervention in 1914 was not the result of collusion between the 
Germans and the war party. It was mainly determined by the nationalist 
aspirations of the [CUP] which Enver Pasa came to personify.”” If we 
follow Ahmad’s lead that Enver’s actions reflected the wider circles of 
Ottoman leadership and society, then the empire’s entry into the First 
World War must be re-examined in light of the prevailing political argu- 
ments circulating on the eve of the war. 

Scholars who have maintained that Enver single-handedly shoved the 
empire into war have inadvertently provided evidence to the contrary. 
The Turkish historian Tuncer Baykara, for example, has pointed out how 
the ignominious defeats in the Balkan Wars of 1912 and 1913, which 
forced hundreds of thousands of displaced Ottoman Muslims to seek 
refuge in Asia Minor, created a deep sense of violation and a call for 
revenge. From a geography textbook published in 1913, Baykara quoted 
this revealing passage: “In 1912 the Balkan states formed an alliance 
against Turkey [Türkiye]. After fierce battles, Turkey lost all of Rumelia 
[the Ottoman provinces in Europe] except for Istanbul, the Straits, and 
Edirne Province ... Much innocent Muslim and Turkish blood was shed 


24 Hanioglu, Preparation for a Revolution, 302-5; Zafer Toprak, Milli Iktisat-Milli Burjuvazi: 
Türkiye’de Ekonomi ve Toplum (1908-1950), Türkiye Arastırmaları, no. 14 (Ankara: Tarih 
Vakfı Yurt Yayınları, 1995), 4-6, 51-4, 66-74; Fikret Adanir, “Der jungtürkische 
Modernismus und die nationale Frage im Osmanischen Reich,” Zeitschrift für 
Türkeistudien 2 (1989): 79-91. 

25 Feroz Ahmad, “Ottoman Armed Neutrality and Intervention, August-November 1914,” 
Studies on Ottoman Diplomatic History 4 (1990): 60 and 69. 
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during this period. Women and children, indiscriminately, were cut up 
and butchered [kesildi, bigildi]. Villages were burnt and razed. Now, in 
Rumeli, under every rock and beneath the soil lie thousands of dismem- 
bered bodies, with eyes gouged out and stomachs slit ... Itis our children’s 
and grandchildren’s national duty to right this wrong, and to prepare for 
taking revenge for the pure and innocent blood that has flowed like water- 
falls.”°° This passage conveys just how deep-seated was the need for 
revenge and how accepted was the idea of an Ottoman forward, offensive 
action. The fact that in attempting to regain some of the lost territory the 
Ottoman armies had fought alongside some of the same Balkan states 
during the Second Balkan War in early 1913 they had fought against in the 
first did not change the situation. By July 1914, bellicose notions of 
revenge, retribution, and recovery had become embedded in Ottoman 
identity. 

During the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as the politi- 
cal, military, and intellectual elites in the capital embraced and promoted 
the ideologies of anti-imperialism and social Darwinism, the belief in 
struggle and war as the only avenues to Ottoman liberation increasingly 
acquired currency. A number of historians have acknowledged this aspect 
of the Ottoman decision for war in 1914 by appropriately referring to the 
entire period from 1914 as a “war of independence.””’ Enver Pasha 
shared these values, but he differed from his many like-minded contem- 
poraries in important respects: he held the office of war minister and he 
considered himself to be the ultimate leader and hero of the movement 
opposing European imperialism. Enver’s grandiosity, however, in no way 
lessens the fact that his contemporaries shared in his Weltanschauung and 
his strategy. 

The story of Enver’s death in 1922 while fighting alongside the Muslims 
of Central Asia against the Red Army has contributed to the close associ- 
ation of Enver Pasha, and indeed the decision to enter the First World 
War, with pan-Turkism and pan-Islamism. It should be remembered, 
however, that by 1922 Enver had been discredited, even ostracized, by 
the new Turkish leadership forming in Anatolia under Mustafa Kemal. In 
a letter from Moscow, dated April 21, 1921, Enver’s strong opposition to 
Western imperialism persisted unabated: “I am pursuing today the same 
purpose that I pursued before and during the Revolution of 1908, during 


26 Tuncer Baykara, “Birinci Dünya Savasi’na Girisin Psikolojik Sebepleri,” in Bildiriler: 
Dördüncü Askeri Tarih Semineri (Ankara: Genelkurmay Basimevi, 1989), 362-3, citing 
Faik Sabri Duran, Avrupa (Istanbul: n.p., 1913). For Baykara’s insistence on Enver’s role 
as culprit, see Baykara, 363-5. 

27 Yetis, “Ikinci Mesrutiyet Devrindeki Belli Başlı Fikir Akımlarının Askeri Hareketlere ve 
Cepheye Tesiri,” 64; Toprak, Milli Iktisat-Milli Burjuvazi, 6. 
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the Tripolitanian War, the Balkan Wars, and the First World War. And 
this purpose is very simple: to organize and bring to action the Islamic 
world of four hundred million people ... and to save it from the European 
and American oppression which enslaves it.”** After his escape on board a 
German submarine during the war’s final days, Enver found a new, 
Islamic constituency in Central Asia and adjusted his language and pol- 
itics accordingly, but this shift was a result of his changed circumstances 
rather than long-held convictions. 

Enver’s foreign policy ambitions have frequently been depicted not only 
as pan-Islamic but, at different times, as pan-Turkic dreams as well. It has 
been claimed, for example, that “Greed rather than necessity drove the 
Ottoman Empire into the First World War. Its war aim was to realize the 
imperialist vision of the powerful minister of war Enver Pasha: a tangled 
web of grievances and revanchist hopes geared toward reassertion of 
Ottoman imperial glory and unification of the Turkic peoples within an 
expanded empire.””’ Such conclusions overlook the fact that the German 
emperor, Kaiser Wilhelm II, backed by a wide circle of German scholars 
and politicians, promoted pan-Islamist ideology to a much greater extent 
than Enver ever did. To these Germans, pan-Islamism meant the fomen- 
tation of revolution in the imperial territories of the Entente, while 
Germany played the role of liberator.” It is important to take note, 
therefore, that Enver considered inexpedient the declaration of a “holy 
war” by the Ottoman sultan as urged by Berlin in 1914. Enver, perhaps 
more accurately attuned to the illusory nature of a global, pan-Islamic 
revolution, reminded Berlin that the declaration of jihad would necessarily 


28 Selcuk Gürsoy, “Liva el-Islam da Enver Pasa’nin Yazıları,” Toplumsal Tarih 50 (February 
1998): 24; America received much attention in the Ottoman press, for example, see 
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have to be directed against all “infidel” powers, including Germany, and 
hence could not be an option. He therefore suggested that rather than 
declaring jihad, Sultan Mehmed V (Resad) would “call upon all Muslims 
to take up arms against the powers of the Triple Entente.”’' Nonetheless, 
some two weeks after the Ottoman entry into the war, on November 14, 
1914, the highest-ranking religious official, the sheiyhtilislam, proclaimed 
Jihad to a crowd gathered outside the mosque of Mehmed the Conqueror. 

Rather than the pursuit of pan-Islamist or pan-Turkist objectives, exami- 
nation of the official documentation and the political literature of the time 
suggests that the Ottoman leadership viewed the war as a “historic oppor- 
tunity” of a different kind. Shortly after the attack on Russia across the 
Black Sea that finally brought the Ottomans into war on October 29, 1914, 
the German general and reformer of the Ottoman army, Colmar von der 
Goltz, sent a congratulatory telegram to Enver Pasha. “Bravo,” Goltz 
exclaimed, “Old Turkey now has the opportunity ... in one fell swoop, to 
lift itself up to the heights of its former glory. May she not miss this 
opportunity!””” To the Ottomans, the alliance with Germany and the war 
held out the promise of regaining, if not “former glory,” as Goltz had put it, 
then at least the empire’s security and independence.” 

Throughout their wartime partnership with Germany, the Ottomans 
made it clear that they were acting in the deliberate pursuit of their 
national interests. When the Ottoman navy minister, Cemal Pasha, 
and Enver rejected a sum of money Berlin had offered to finance an 
expedition against the Suez Canal in early 1915, Enver declared the 
amount sadly wanting, and he aired some of his general views about the 
German-Ottoman alliance: “If Germany supports Turkey materially and 
financially, it does so for its own advantage. If Turkey accepts [German 
aid] and thereby ties its fate to that of Germany, then it, too, does so 
exclusively to its own advantage. There can be no illusion about that.” ** 
Similarly, Enver complained about the fact that General Otto Liman von 
Sanders, the head of the German military mission in the Ottoman Empire, 
took decisions without consulting the German ambassador, Baron Hans 
von Wangenheim, with whom Enver enjoyed much better rapport. 
Having reminded the German side that both Germany and the Ottoman 
Empire were acting out of self-interest, Enver continued: “everything has 
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to remain orderly in this ‘deal.’ The German Empire’s representative here 
is the German Embassy and not Liman.”” 

Addressing the “unspoken assumptions” of the European leaders on the 
eve of the First World War, James Joll in a now classic essay pointed to the 
importance of the intellectual climate affecting policy-making elites and 
their decision-making, and the historian’s methodological difficulties in 
reconstructing that intellectual climate.*° In the Ottoman case, publica- 
tions appearing during the period preceding the First World War shed light 
on key aspects of the intellectual baggage that influenced political 
decision-making in 1914. These publications reflect the patriotic-militarist 
attitude that belies the generally accepted explanation of the Ottoman entry 
into the First World War, namely that it resulted from Enver Pasha’s 
underhand collaboration with the Germans while the majority of the 
Ottoman leaders preferred neutrality. Given the ideas promoted by the 
Ottoman elite in their publications and the forceful language in which 
they were advanced, the entry into the war emerges as a continuation rather 
than a new chapter in Ottoman political thinking. 

To emphasize this climate of opinion is not to downplay the vulnerable 
position the Ottoman Empire certainly occupied in the international 
order of the early twentieth century. Had it not been for the heated 
domestic climate that is reflected in the contemporary literature, however, 
the Ottoman leaders might have behaved differently during the July Crisis. 
An alternative course of action could have aimed at collaboration with the 
Triple Entente, but it would have required willingness to engage with 
these powers and confidence that their interests were reconcilable. That 
willingness, however, could not be found in the climate of the late 
Ottoman period. 


35 Tid. 

36 James Joll, “1914: The Unspoken Assumptions,” inaugural lecture delivered April 25, 
1968, The London School of Economics, 7-8 and 17-18; see also Paul Kennedy, The 
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(London: Fontana Press, 1981), 36-65. 


1 The intellectual and emotional climate 
after the Balkan Wars 





When I contemplate all that Russia has done for centuries to bring about 
our destruction, and all that Britain has done during these last few years, 
then I consider this new crisis that has emerged to be a blessing. I believe 
that it is the Turks’ [Türklerin] ultimate duty either to live like an hono- 
rable nation or to exit the stage of history gloriously. 

Cemal Pasha, navy minister, November 2, 1914 


The Committee of Union and Progress resolved to enter the First World 
War on the side of Germany in the long shadow of Great Power inter- 
vention in the internal affairs of the Ottoman Empire. Publications 
addressing international questions reflected the deep conviction that the 
country’s survival could be secured only on the battlefield. These argu- 
ments, to be sure, reflected elite thinking, and it is doubtful that they had 
made much headway among rural, let alone illiterate, populations by 
1914. Nonetheless, Ottoman political writing after the two Balkan Wars 
of 1912 and 1913 focused on the mobilization of all segments of society in 
the defense of the empire. This mobilization required a comprehensive, or 
total, process, a process that could equip the people with patriotic passion 
and industry to fend off the dangers the empire faced. In books, journals, 
and newspapers appearing in Istanbul and elsewhere, writers and politi- 
cians referred to this process as hareket-i intibahiye, “the movement of 
awakening.”” Military and political leaders depicted the empire as 
engaged in a final, life-or-death struggle. By August 1914, the political 
public was thoroughly familiar with the values and changes its leaders 
regarded as essential for the empire’s recovery: if Ottomans were to 
survive, and to survive honorably, they had to embrace an unfaltering 


1 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 87, Yeni Dosya 449, Fihrist 1-2 and 1-3, Cemal to Sofia Embassy, 
20 Tesrin-i Evvel 1330 (November 2, 1914). 

2 «Meclis-i Mebusan Reisinin Nutku [The Speech by the President of the Chamber of 
Deputies],” Tanin, May 20, 1914. 
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patriotism of toil and self-sacrifice in the empire’s service. This mentality 
prevailed among the decision-makers as well, and it is reflected in the 
words of Cemal Pasha above. 

This chapter is not an attempt to offer a genuine cross-section of the 
press appearing on the eve of the Great War or to present the variety of 
perspectives present. Nor is the press examined in order to gauge pop- 
ular support or “war enthusiasm.” The goal instead is to draw on a 
number of prominent publications expressing, first, Ottoman views of 
the international order and, second, visions of the future place the 
empire might take safely within that international order. It is unlikely 
that all of the publications discussed here were “independent” or formed 
part of what might be called “public opinion” in the modern sense. 
However, since this chapter is meant to shed light on the ideological 
world of the decision-makers, the proximity of the daily Tanin (Echo), 
for example, to the CUP, poses few methodological or theoretical chal- 
lenges. In fact, it permits a more comprehensive, if not deeper, under- 
standing of Ottoman thinking in 1914.’ 

Kazim Karabekir (1882-1948), the prominent general and army 
commander whose career stretched from the suppression of the 1909 
counter-revolution to the Balkan Wars, the First World War, the 
Turkish War of Independence, and eventually to speaker of the Turkish 
parliament, wrote extensively on the period, although some of his 
works have appeared only recently.* As early as 1937, he pointed to the 
importance of the publications appearing on the eve of the First World 
War: “Like all social events, our entering the war was not the work of a 
single individual, but the result of various complex factors [Her içtimaî 
hadise gibi harbe girisimiz dahi bir tek insan iradesinin eseri degil, bir takim 
girift amillerin muhassalasıdır] .” Of these factors, he accorded a significant 
portion of his study to “our press, our publications [matbuatımız, 
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in History 12 (April 2005): 156-77; Zeki Arikan, “Balkan Savaşı ve Kamuoyu,” in Bildiriler: 
Dördüncü Askeri Tarih Semineri (Ankara: Genelkurmay Basımevi, 1989), 168-88. For a 
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nesriyatumz]” and a third section to “public opinion [efkär-ı umumiye].”° 


And indeed, as was the case in so many societies worldwide before the 
First World War, in the Ottoman Empire the “intelligentsia as vanguard 
of nationalism” attempted to mobilize all of society in order to stem the 
tides of what were, in the eyes of many, radical transformations caused by 
foreign intrusion.° 

In European states, the militarization of society had become institution- 
alized with the inception of the levée en masse following the French 
Revolution and intensified in the cauldron of nineteenth-century indus- 
trialization. States began reaching into the previously untapped resources 
of civilian society, often in the form of educational and cultural move- 
ments, a development we can clearly see emerging in the Ottoman Empire 
as well.” 


The Ottoman Empire and the international order 


During the Balkan Wars, political associations organized fever-pitched 
mass demonstrations. Intended to mobilize the general public, these 
demonstrations employed such emotional slogans such as “Honor or 
Death! [Ya Namus Ya Ölüm].” The editorials in the Izmir daily Ahenk 
(Harmony), for example, expressed an opinion that was becoming rapidly a 
permanent fixture in the press: the paper argued that international law 
offered no viable platform for countering the external threats to the empire. 
The only alternative, Ahenk proclaimed, was war: “We must now fully 
realize that our honor and our people’s integrity cannot be preserved by 
those old books of international law, but only by war.”” 
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Politicians and prominent public figures rejected the notion that inter- 
national law could offer the empire any kind of security, and argued time 
and again that international relations should be seen as determined 
entirely by military power. By according primacy to military matters, 
opinion-makers increasingly equated the functions of the military with 
those of society as a whole. In the Ottoman chamber of deputies a delegate 
argued that: 


it does not matter however many books we write on international law or however 
many human rights laws we implement. In order to get states to respect these 
[laws] we must still possess additional means, means of coercion. Every state has 
adopted this position and for that reason builds up its [military] strength. [A state] 
will use all of its defensive or offensive strength in order to defend and protect its 
rights. We are a state, too, and we therefore cannot escape this truth. +° 


While such a statement could be understood as an ordinary assertion of 
sovereignty, in the Ottoman Empire of 1913-14 it constituted a powerful 
rallying cry for social mobilization and a call to action. In such a heated 
climate, it was no surprise that the war ministry’s budget, presented 
personally by Enver Pasha to the chamber on July 16, 1914, was speedily 
approved, without the usual long-drawn-out debate.’ 

The experience of the Balkan Wars had sent shockwaves reaching far 
beyond the confines of the political elite. The wars meant the loss of 
80 percent of the empire’s European territory, home to a population of 
over 4 million, or 16 percent of the empire’s total population. '* The fact that 
the First Balkan War of 1912 had ended in terrible defeat, that the adversary 
was not a Great Power but a coalition of the small Balkan states, that the 
loss of territory came within a hundred miles of the capital and included 
such prominent metropolises as Salonica, and that perhaps as many as 
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half of the CUP’s leaders themselves hailed from the Balkans, all accen- 
tuated the gravity of the situation. 1’ 

Nor had this crush of defeat let up during the final months before the 
First World War. On the contrary, as some 400,000 Muslim refugees 
arrived from the former Ottoman territories, the experience of the Balkan 
Wars profoundly impacted the empire.'* In typical fashion, a newspaper 
article appearing in May 1914 indignantly reported the “violations com- 
mitted against the honor and dignity of the Muslim population that lived 
in Macedonia and, especially, the Muslim population that lived in the areas 
now under Greek administration; and the violations committed against 
their religion, property, communal and educational institutions ... and 
even against their dead and their graves.”'” Thus the Balkan Wars intensi- 
fied Ottoman and Muslim feelings of vulnerability, sense of violation, and 
revenge. ° 

These psychological effects were not the only results of the Balkan 
Wars. If the painful defeats suffered by the Ottoman armies in late 1912 
spread panic across the empire, the successful recovery of Edirne 
(Adrianople) in July 1913 under the leadership of the charismatic young 
army officer Enver set off a spark of optimism and pointed in a new 
direction. The fact that the city had been reclaimed by military means 
and that this military recapture de facto reversed the diplomatic directives 
of the Great Powers endorsed the belief that through steadfast commit- 
ment and fierce action the empire could perhaps be saved after all. 

This attitude was not only heavily represented in contemporary pub- 
lications but also informed the debates in the chamber of deputies. The 
chamber assembled for its third legislative period on May 14, 1914, and 
continued meeting for what turned out to be an abbreviated two-and-a- 
half-month session before it was prorogued on August 2. While in session, 
the members of the chamber were energetic and optimistic about the tasks 
that lay ahead. The deputy from Izmir, Ubeydullah Efendi, for example, 
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delivered an emotional speech describing how he had felt upon hearing 
the news of the defeats in the Balkans and, in particular, the loss of Edirne. 
He had left Izmir and “wanted to get even farther away [from Istanbul]. 
Going farther and farther, I was determined never to return here 
[Istanbul].” When he did return, he did so “filled with great hope upon 
hearing that Edirne” had been recaptured and returned to the Ottoman 
domains.'’ Edirne imparted the crucial lesson that only military victory 
held the key to saving the empire. 

The causes of the empire’s chronic fragility were no secret and they 
were discussed at great length both in the chamber and in the press. There 
was a similar consensus as to the prescription for this enfeebled condition. 
The empire would have to make great strides in each area of the modern 
state and modern society: military, financial, and industrial strength; 
administrative efficiency; and an educated and diligent citizenry united 
in its desire to serve and to defend the state. Until the Young Turk 
Revolution of 1908 (July 23), which compelled Sultan Adülhamid II to 
reinstate the suspended constitution of 1876 and to call for elections, 
political discourse had focused on overcoming the sultan’s autocratic 
regime. In subsequent years, however, as the new constitutional govern- 
ment suffered a series of territorial and diplomatic losses, the public’s 
focus shifted away from ousting Abdühamid II (r.1876-1908/9) and 
replacing him with the constitution and parliamentary politics. The new 
vision crystallized around the imperatives of national unity, progress — 
and war. 

Writingin 1910, Ahmed Saib, for example, still held Sultan Abdülhamid 
IPs misrule responsible for the acts of international hostility the Ottomans 
had faced since the Berlin Congress of 1878. Abdülhamid II’s policies, 
such as those towards Armenia and Macedonia, and his granting of 
commercial concessions, Ahmed Saib argued, had transformed the 
Ottoman Empire into a target of Western imperialism.'” Following the 
Young Turk Revolution of 1908 and Abdülhamid II’s removal, Ahmed 
Saib continued, the lack of unity among political groups had precluded 
a fruitful foreign policy. Party politics came at the cost of domestic 
polarization, and it cost the Sublime Porte’s diplomats the opportunity 
to negotiate a better alternative to the double-punch of 1908: the 
Austro-Hungarian annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina and the Bulgarian 


17 Ubeydullah Efendi, MMZC, 6 Temmuz 1330 (July 19, 1914). 

18 Ahmed Saib, Tarih-i Meşrutiyet Ve Sark Mesele-i Hazırası [The History of the 
Constitutional Period and the Current Eastern Crisis] (Istanbul: Necm-i Istikbal 
Matbaası, 1328 h. [1910]), 45-9, 130, and passim. 


The intellectual and emotional climate after the Balkan Wars 25 


declaration of independence.’ Ahmed Saib was a seasoned political 
writer who had played a leading role in the opposition movement against 
the Hamidian regime before 1908, and that history perhaps explains his 
emphasis on the former sultan.”° 

Unlike many of the younger authors who concerned themselves with 
the inevitability of warfare, he was not a militarist writer. Rather, Ahmed 
Saib decried both the continued lack of political unity and the absence of 
the rule of law. How, he asked, could the project of recovery (tecdid-i 
kuvvet) be sustained without the presence of either?”' 

By 1913 the language of politics had turned decidedly nationalist.”” 
Writing at some point in 1913 under the pseudonym “Habil Adem,” the 
political writer Naci Ismail published what was meant to look like a 
European view of Ottoman society. Naci Ismail’s choice of title was 
indicative of the near despair among the Ottoman elite. In Will Turkey 
Survive in Anatolia? he argued that the Turkish intellectual and political 
elite must quickly bring about the formation of a Turkish nation, of 
“Turkey in Anatolia [Anadolu’da Türkiye].””’ To ground his argument 
historically, Naci Ismail presented a quintessentially nationalist argu- 
ment, typical in its insistence that the Turkish nation was “rooted in the 
remotest past.””* While the expressions “millet,” “irk,” and even “Türk” 
cannot simply be understood as the equivalents of “nation,” “race,” or 
“Turk/Turkish” in their modern sense,” Naci Ismail was unequivocal 
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regarding his own definition of these terms. Among the causes of the 
Turks’ political plight, he declared, was the fact that non-Turks such as 
Arabs, Greeks, Indians, and Persians had entered Turkish government 
and brought about its deterioration.*° His “Turks” in 1913, therefore, 
were the Turkish-speaking Muslims of Anatolia. 

Will Turkey Survive in Anatolia? explicitly demanded a “return” to the 
Turkish nation and a clear break with the empire’s imperial past, advocating 
separation from territories that were not predominantly Turkish. The 
author dismissed “Ottomanist politics [Osmanlı styaseti] ,” which had oper- 
ated on the principles of decentralization and the inclusion of non-Muslim 
and non-Turkish citizens, as mere “Armenian politics [Ermeni styaseti].” In 
his view, Turks had to form their own, Turkish government: “One govern- 
ment means one nation [bir hükümet, bir milletdir].” The corollary was clear: 
the Ottoman government, like Ottoman literature and culture, even the 
Ottoman people, were all aspects of an artificial edifice, a house of cards, 
doomed to collapse.*’ 

Naci Ismail devoted a lengthy segment of his book to the dominant and 
allegedly suffocating role of Greek Orthodox and Armenian Ottomans in 
trade and commerce, a common point of discussion in the press at the 
time.”® These ethnic groups, he continued, controlled the economy with a 
crippling effect on the Turkish population.”’ The creation of a national 
economy (mulli iktisad), as Zafer Toprak has shown, became a crucial 
aspect of Turkish nationalism during this period.’ “Once the national 
movement has started,” Naci Ismail went on, “all patriots will patronize 
the shops of their fellow [Turks] and this support will lead to the establish- 
ment of large companies ... The Turk who is not a businessman today can 
be one tomorrow.””’ In several statistical tables, he purported to docu- 
ment the minority presence in the various Ottoman provinces. And 
because they were in a minority, he concluded, none of these ethnic 
groups enjoyed the right to an independent government. In eastern 
Anatolia, he argued, Armenians and Kurds did not comprise a majority 
in any province — though neither did Turks, he neglected to add. Thus, no 
basis existed, according to the author, for an independent Armenian state 
(Ermenistan), or a Kurdish one (Kiirdistan).°* 
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Turning to the hostile policies of the Great Powers, Naci Ismail sketched 
each power’s aims in the Ottoman Empire and the Near East in detail. The 
Russians hungered for the Istanbul Straits, while the British pursued inter- 
ests in Egypt and the Gulf, and, as a result, tried to keep Russia at bay by 
supporting an independent Armenia to serve as a buffer zone. The 
Germans, he continued, were using the Anatolian and Baghdad railway 
lines as means to colonize Anatolia. Because of these and other European 
schemes, he claimed, the history of Anatolia had been a history of upheaval. 
The Turkish reformer could never succeed by simply devoting his energies 
to domestic reforms and putting his own house in order: “The reformer in 
Turkey must keep in mind Europe. He cannot just think about his home- 
land [vatani].”°° 

To avert the Europeans’ destructive plans, Naci Ismail argued, the 
Turks must unite in a nationalist movement, channel its unified strength 
and successfully defeat these enemies. The Turks were capable of such 
action because they were a true nation; they required only awakening: 
“When the foreigners attack Anatolia, the Turks and the Turkish govern- 
ment will prove [their] patriotism [eser-i asabiyet]. Because Turkey 
exists.”°* While Naci Ismail was not an outright militarist, advocating 
war with irredentist objectives, in his writings war is considered inescap- 
able, and therefore he exhorted all Turks to ready themselves in full 
anticipation. 

This attitude was widely echoed in the outlets of public opinion. In a 
speech that was as celebrated as it was characteristic of its time, the 
speaker of the chamber of deputies, Halil Bey, admonished the assembled 
delegates never to accept the empire’s territorial losses. The recent mili- 
tary defeats had been terrible “accidents” made possible by the failure to 
keep alive memories of past battles and struggles; or, in other words, to 
keep alive the right kind of history: 


I now have one plea to my people: Not to Forget! Don’t forget the cradle of our 
freedom and our constitution: our beloved Salonica, verdant Manastir, Kosovo, 
Iskodra, Yanya, the entire beautiful Rumeli [i.e. all the European provinces of the 
Ottoman Empire]. I ask of our teachers, of our writers and poets, of all our leaders 
of thought to use their lessons, their writings, their poems, and their spiritual 
influence to keep alive in this generation and in future generations, the memories 
of our brothers and sisters who have remained on the other side of our borders and 
who must be saved; and to keep alive the memories of the limbs of our homeland 
on the other side of our borders that must be liberated.” 
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Halil Bey was calling for the formation of a nationalist movement led by 
intellectuals. He need not have feared; the intellectual movement he was 
calling for was already well underway. 

Naci Ismail’s “Habil Adem” heavily underscored the need for unity and 
common action among the Turkish elite and the Anatolian Turks at large. 
Employing the rhetoric of nationalist history, he called on his readers to 
unite and to prepare for violent conflict, because “when the Anatolian 
Turk put down his weapon, he saw that he was lost.”’° Naci Ismail even 
went as far as to divide the Ottoman Empire into “the real Turkey” and 
“colonial Turkey” (hakiki Türkiye and müstemleke Türkiyesi), and he 
returned to his argument that Turkey must free itself of its burdensome 
colonies. He explained that colonies, such as those constituted by the 
territories in the Balkans, had only forced the government to divert its 
energies to foreign affairs and had distracted it from more significant 
internal interests. °’ 

The acquisition of colonies had served to muddle national identity and 
to squander national resources. Touching on the rival ideology of 
Turanism, which upheld the solidarity and unification of Turkic peoples 
from Anatolia to western China, he added that to pursue Turanist ideas 
would be to commit the same fallacy as the old Ottoman Turks, who 
eventually paid a heavy price for territorial expansion.** Naci Ismail’s 
Anatolia-based nationalism, therefore, represented a revolution in 
patriotic-nationalist thinking and differed substantially from Halil Bey’s 
irredentism. 

“Habil Adem” concluded by underscoring that all true nations strive 
towards an “ultimate purpose: the nation has a multitude of feelings, 
thoughts, and ideas ... these must be united,” and he argued that “all 
members must contribute to this effort.” Nor would the new Turkish 
state, based in Anatolia alone and without any costly colonial possessions, 
mean that the Turks had demonstrated failure in successfully governing 
themselves. Comparing the Turks of the Ottoman Empire to the Italians 
of the Roman Empire, he argued that such a decolonization process 
simply represented a natural evolution. Turkey was just like Italy, even if 
it occupied a different historic stage for the moment: “Turkey is at the 
beginning of its journey, while Italy has already reached its destination.”*” 

The ideas put forth in Will Turkey Survive in Anatolia? were shared, as we 
shall see, by other publications of the time. These ideas deepen our under- 
standing of the values embraced by the elite in the capital, if not by the 
broader sections of the population, and they help recover the contemporary 
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intellectual climate in which the decision for war was taken. Naci Ismail’s 
vision of the political future was in fact extremely close to the ideology of the 
Kemalist Republic that followed after 1923, underscoring the deep ideo- 
logical connections between modern Turkey and the late Ottoman period. 
Naci Ismail’s work opens a window into the contemporary intellectual and 
emotional world of the Turkish-Ottoman elite. Even though his work did 
not call for the reconquest of the Balkans, it becomes apparent that, in 
regard to 1914, the intellectual and emotional climate was consistent with, 
and, in fact, fostered, the embrace of war in 1914. That decision was the 
outcome less of irredentist ideas than the firm conviction that war inevitably 
would have to be faced once again in the near future. 


“National struggle” and the mobilization of society 


Thus a strong linkage between the questions of war, liberation, and 
modernity characterized political writing on the eve of the First World 
War. Discussions focusing on the creation of a “new society” and a “new 
life [yeni hayat]” which were to be molded by a new language and a new 
literature converged with the ideas of waging war and gaining independ- 
ence from the imperialist powers. Liberation would have to be total. 
A significant portion of these publications aimed at broad segments of 
society and was intended to mobilize the people against the state’s external 
enemies. The authors of these publications, intellectuals, politicians, and 
military leaders alike, viewed as their role the mobilization and education 
of the masses, and they viewed themselves as the enlightened guides of 
their people’s “awakening [intibah].”*° In their efforts this intelligentsia 
had to confront the difficulty of spreading their message to a population of 
fellow countrymen who were largely illiterate. As a result the ubiquity of 
public readings became an important characteristic of the national awak- 
ening movement. Popular authors like the sharp-minded CUP critic 
Sehbenderzade Ahmed Hilmi included straplines to their book titles 
such as “May every patriot read and relate this booklet to the Turks.”*' 
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delivered 1 Mayis 1330 (May 14, 1914), and the government program of the Said 
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It is instructive to stay with him for a while. Ahmed Hilmi, whose book 
appeared between March 1913 and March 1914, demanded of his readers 
utmost loyalty to the Turkish nation. A new age, he insisted, had opened, 
one that demanded that the people unite and rally behind their state. 
Addressing the reader as “Turk,” he explained that the national groups 
in the Balkans had ended Ottoman rule there because the peoples of the 
Balkans had “awoken after centuries of slumber” and were regaining their 
national consciousness.”- Now, Ahmed Hilmi claimed, “while we have 
remained the people of a past age,” the Balkan nations have “become 
peoples of this age,” which he labeled “the age of knowledge and struggle 
[bilgi ve gabalama zamani].” Although the Balkan Wars had ended, 
Ahmed Hilmi continued, the national struggle had just begun. Such a 
struggle was inevitable and required the selfless effort and sacrifice of each 
and every Turk: “The struggle [in the Balkans] is over, but struggle will 
start again. Living means struggling. Absence of struggle can only be 
found in cemeteries. Only the dead are without struggle.”*’ 

By 1914, the defining characteristics of the age were part of Ottoman 
common knowledge. The ideas of social Darwinism had been elaborated 
upon and transferred, in pseudo-scientific jargon, to the realms of govern- 
ment and international relations. The importance of this theme, that 
society must organize itself and prepare its every aspect for war, cannot 
be overemphasized; it dominated Ottoman political discourse on the eve 
of the First World War.** 

To external enemies, Ahmed Hilmi added social problems such as 
“hunger, poverty, and ignorance” as the most pressing issues.*” Today’s 
reader may rightly wonder what exactly authors had in mind when 
referring to “society” or “national.” On this point, Ahmed Hilmi 
was explicit.“ His intended audience was the Turkish-speaking Muslim 
population of Anatolia: 


The Crimea, Rumania, Algeria, Tunisia, Egypt, Serbia, Bulgaria, the Caucasus all 
went one by one ... Finally Tripoli [Libya] and three-fourths of the Balkans also 
were lost. These areas were all rich and valuable places; we gained them at the 
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cost of our blood. But those territories, however rich they may be, were not the 
heart and soul of our homeland [yurdumuzun yiiregi] ... O Turk! Anatolia is the 
heart and soul of our homeland. O Turk! If we continue in our old ways, if we face 
the enemy again in slumber, unprotected, then this time the enemy’s sword will 
come to our [homeland’s] heart and soul and kill each one of us.*’ 


Ahmed Hilmi, who was not a member of the CUP, thus also adopted 
the vision of a Turkish homeland in Anatolia, rejecting at the same time 
the premises of the multi-national Ottoman Empire and the Turanist 
ideology of uniting all Turkic populations from Anatolia to Central Asia. 

The author considered it essential for the young and educated to go 
beyond the capital and spread the nationalist message in the towns and 
villages of Anatolia. Only in this way could the “Turkish spirit” be recov- 
ered after its centuries of slumber: “O Turkish youths, sons of the home- 
land, hope of the nation! Run out to the four corners of Anatolia and be 
fountains of vigor and guidance. Wake up the common classes from their 
slumber and rescue the middle classes from intrigue and politics, lead 
them all down the right path.”** The author not only intended his work to 
be read aloud in public readings, but evidently also expected wide circu- 
lation; the book’s front matter indicated that orders of over 200 and those 
of over a thousand copies each qualified for special discounts. 

In the foreword to the translation of a French work, the author Recai 
also made an argument for national mobilization; this time, however, 
speaking of an “Ottoman” rather than a “Turkish” nation. Under the 
title How Germany Revived and How It Is Preparing for War, Recai criticized 
writers and intellectuals for not educating the people sufficiently about 
topics that would contribute to the formation of an “Ottoman nation.” 
Novels and plays must never be purely literary or artistic, but needed to 
fulfill a social purpose, illustrating didactically the importance of being a 
true patriot and how this could be accomplished.’ Novelists, playwrights, 
and intellectuals who put their talents at the service of the nation’s interest 
should join together and form a National Literature Association 
(Miiellefat-1 Milliye Heyeti), he suggested.”” 

Like so many nationalists responding to a sense of weakness, Recai, in 
fact, elevated the task of writing and thinking in the nation’s interest to a 
matter of life and death. Prussian history provided a most instructive lesson 
in this regard. Following Prussia’s defeat at the hands of Napoleon, its 
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writers and poets had given shape to a German spirit capable of uniting the 
German people and of defeating France in 1870-1. The Ottoman nation, 
too, Recai continued, had to be shown the meaning of “state” and “nation,” 
as well as needing to learn about foreign countries and their people.”' 
Recai’s “Ottoman nation” was not ethnically but religiously defined, differ- 
ing in this important regard from thinkers like Ahmed Hilmi and Naci 
Ismail. Thus, the Muslim population of the empire had to be instructed in 
Islamic history, made conscious of their community, and united behind the 
state to overcome the empire’s external foes.” Here again, the vision for 
the future turned clearly on the building of a Turkish-Muslim nation, while 
the role of the non-Muslim population remained unspecified. 

In the writings of the day, a consensus existed that an army’s level of 
effectiveness could only be as high as the level of education in the society 
that produced it. Writing just before the outbreak of the Second Balkan 
War, Major Hafiz Hakki (1878-1915), who served as Enver’s assistant in 
the general staff in 1914 and as commander of the Third Army in 1915, 
argued that “the army may try as hard as it wishes to improve a society’s 
military strength. The army’s officers may be the most skilled in the world, 
but if the society’s material and moral standards are low, the army will 
certainly enter the battlefield in a deficient and disorderly manner and 
quickly meet with defeat.””’ Hafiz Hakkı decried the crops of impover- 
ished, unhealthy, and uneducated recruits that entered the army’s ranks 
for regular military service year after year and returned later as reserves 
during periods of mobilization. The army’s problems, he believed, 
stemmed from those within society itself: the need for education, for 
economic development, and for improving the situation of women.”* 
Hafiz Hakki argued that the people needed a shared, supreme ideal that 
defined Ottoman life and towards whose purpose its members could strive 
collectively,” a purpose that writers frequently referred to simply as the 
“national ideal [mefküre-i milliye].”°° Hafiz Hakkı fixed on the creation of a 
“people in arms,” as the German general Colmar von der Goltz had before 
him, and whose book by that title, translated into Ottoman Turkish as 
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early as 1886, Hafiz Hakkı now quoted.” Like Recai, Hafiz Hakkı also 
invoked the Prussian example of recovery and victory. While France and 
the case of Alsace-Lorraine provided a model of loss, Prussia provided a 
model of recovery. Such recovery was available to the Ottoman Empire as 
well, but only if its society, as a totality, prepared unconditionally for war 
during times of peace.” 

Cami [Baykut], a former delegate to the Ottoman chamber who had 
co-founded in 1912 the National Constitution Party, the first party to be 
openly Turkish nationalist, argued along similar lines. In The Ottoman 
Future: Its Enemies and Its Friends, published in 1913, Cami claimed that 
the empire was primarily an Asian country, and that the Balkans, now lost, 
had been colonies, never part of the true homeland (vatan). Like Hafiz 
Hakki, Cami, a former officer, was also intimately acquainted with the 
ideas of Goltz. Cami praised the German general’s recommendation that 
the empire’s center of gravity should formally be shifted southward by 
moving the capital to Konya, or perhaps even farther south.” 

Thus, whether Ottomanist and irredentist or Anatolian and ethnic 
nationalist, the idea that the Ottomans sooner or later would have to 
fight a war of survival and that for this purpose the population had to be 
equipped appropriately — mentally and physically — formed the central 
theme in the period’s political literature. This import is also found in 
Cami’s work: “There can be no doubt that our homeland’s survival and 
well-being depends on the raising of our defensive strength, and this 
[strengthening] can only be accomplished if the people’s power to resist 
and their power to fight in the general struggle is increased.” This goal 
could only be accomplished, Cami posited, by improving the country’s 
economic and social conditions and by instilling a strong sense of disci- 
pline and duty in the people.” 

Remaining silent on the question of the Christian and Kurdish popula- 
tions, Cami envisioned the new state to consist of both Turks and Arabs, 
and he was therefore less radical than Naci Ismail or Ahmed Hilmi. The 
empire’s industrial base had to be developed and the population educated 
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and instilled with common goals and ideals. School curricula, Cami 
continued, had to be revised so that students could begin to embrace 
shared ideals and unite in their citizenship. Up to now, he argued, schools 
had produced “useless Ottomans.” He thus dismissed categorically the 
possibility of an Ottoman identity, adding, “We have witnessed ourselves 
that the time has passed when armies were formed by societies that are 
uneducated and lack ideals.”°' 

Cami found a great deal of irony in the empire’s dilemma, namely that 
only Europe stood in the way of the “Turk’s Europeanization [Türkün 
Avrupalilagsmasina].” Through constant interference in the empire’s inter- 
nal affairs, politically and financially, the Great Powers of Europe had tied 
the Sublime Porte’s hands and prevented it from implementing effective 
reforms, despite the numerous attempts dating as far back as the begin- 
ning of the nineteenth century. The Triple Entente, and Britain in partic- 
ular, Cami argued, was waging an all-out attack on the Ottoman 
Empire.°” Cami described this dynamic sarcastically: 


Yes, in order to be friends with Britain we must recognize that the Red Sea is a 
British sea. And we must also cede [to the British the region stretching from] Egypt 
to Syria, [and from] Iraq to India, and permit the British sphere of influence in Iran 
to extend westward, that is, to extend to the port of Alexandretta. And we must be 
satisfied with an Anatolian princedom based in Konya. [Once we do all that] we 
can begin to speak of a friendly British policy towards us.’ 


In this view, nothing but harm could be expected from Britain and its 
partners in the Triple Entente. 

As to Germany, the author expressed a perspective that was typical: 
“Germany is not simply pursuing its economic interests by maintaining 
the status quo in the Near East, but Germany also intends to take advant- 
age of the Ottoman state’s [strategic] position in its [own] hostile relation- 
ship with Slavdom. In fact, the Slavic world is growing more rapidly than 
its neighbors and poses a threat in Europe to the Germans, Hungarians, 
and Romanians; and it presents the same threat, or perhaps even a greater 
calamity, to the Ottomans. A strong Ottoman state must form an alliance 
with Germany and take a defensive position against the Russian and 
Balkan Slavs; this is the foundation of any sound policy.”°* After the 
Ottoman defeat in the Balkans, Cami calculated, the German government 
would have to reaffirm its commitment to the Ottoman Empire, politically 
and economically, if it did not wish to witness a “Slav invasion” of eastern 
Europe and Anatolia.°’ In his conclusion he reiterated the argument 
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regarding Germany: in the aftermath of the First Balkan War, the Ottomans 
must put aside their former differences with Italy (over Cyrenaika and 
Tripoli in North Africa) and Austria-Hungary (over Bosnia-Herzegovina 
and Salonica), and join the Triple Alliance of Germany, Austria-Hungary, 
and Italy.°° 

There is stunning evidence for the extent to which an alliance with 
Germany was discussed publicly. When the German battlecruiser SMS 
Goeben visited Istanbul in May 1914, already at that point it was rumored 
that the powerful ship might be sold to the Ottoman navy, or that in the 
event of war between the Triple Alliance and the Triple Entente the 
Goeben would assume duties on behalf of the empire.°’ Hence, astonish- 
ingly, about six weeks prior to Franz Ferdinand’s assassination in 
Sarajevo, participation in a general war alongside Germany was presented 
in a major Istanbul daily as a reasonable and acceptable course of action. 

Pan-Islamism, the idea that the Muslim populations of Eurasia and North 
Africa should join forces and cooperate politically and perhaps even milita- 
rily, played only a small role in Cami’s perception of the international order 
and the Ottoman place in it. He described pan-Islamism (ittihad-ı Islam) as a 
fabrication of the Triple Entente, a specter the European imperialists 
invoked in order to manipulate their own public opinion and to continue 
their aggressive schemes of expansion into Muslim territories. Cami opined 
that, in the end, a kind of Muslim union might appear after all, a self-fulfilled 
prophecy, but not the one imagined in the West: “This union ... will not be 
the result of the caliph’s politics, but of the Europeans’ oppression in the 
colonies: pan-Islamism is not a positive result of Islamic politics, but it will 
be the negative result of Christian oppression.”°® This pan-Islamism, in 
other words, would manifest itselfin a kind of anti-colonial, defensive league 
of Islamic states that would form a united front against the provocations and 
assaults of the Triple Entente powers. 

The tendency for wars to become “holy wars” or “crusades” fought in 
the name of God and civilization against perceived evil and barbarism 
would be demonstrated to perfection in the Great War, as each of the 
belligerent societies created and clung tightly to such myths.°” In their 
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mobilization of the general population, the Ottoman elite employed such 
thinking during and following the wars with Italy in 1911 and the Balkan 
states in 1912-13. In a communiqué of early August 1914 to the Fourth 
Army headquartered in Baghdad, Enver Pasha warned of an impending 
attack by British and Russian forces, and he urged Arab leaders such as 
Naqib Talib Bey of Basra, Amir ‘Abd al-’Aziz ibn Sa’ud of Najd and 
al-Hasa, and the Sheiyh Mubarak al-Sabah of Kuwait to rally for “the 
support and protection of the state,” because “as a result of this war, 
Islamic peoples will rise up” and put an end to Christian colonial rule 
over Islamic populations.’” To Talib Bey he wrote: “But should our 
enemies wish to soil our land with their filthy feet, I am convinced that 
Islamic and Ottoman honor and strength will destroy them.” 

Authors like Cami were explicit about their efforts to mobilize the 
public. To prevent European control, Cami urged, Ottomans must pre- 
pare to fight for their survival. Writing during the final days of the First 
Balkan War, Cami addressed his fellow citizens in this manner: 
“Ottomans! ... If you do not want to become slaves, if you do not want 
to be destroyed forever, ready yourselves for the fight.” According to 
Cami, the fight (cidal) must begin prior to the war on the battlefield; it 
must begin in the minds and homes of all Ottomans: “Now withdraw to 
your mother soil [ana topragimza], and build there a true society, and lay 
the foundations for the civilization of the future [medeniyer-i istikbalin 
temellerini]! You require everything that is new: a new ambition, a new 
understanding, a new faith.” ’* 


The journal Büyük Duygu (The Great Yearning) 


The journal Büyük Duygu also illustrates the emotional and intellectual 
environment that formed during and after the Balkan Wars. Its first issue 
appeared in Istanbul in March 1913 and was followed by twenty-five 
further issues before publication came to an end in January 1914. 
Subtitled “The Turk’s Journal,” Büyük Duygu employed nationalist lan- 
guage throughout its articles on politics, history, and literature.” The 
journal’s first issue declared as its purpose the fostering of awareness of 
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Turkish history and national consciousness. The latter required develop- 
ment, the publication urged, because the Turks would soon be taking 
their place on the battlefield where they would fight for their national 
survival. Women, in particular, were accorded a major role in the for- 
mation of the new society.“ 

What did the journal’s title, “The Great Yearning,” refer to? Was it 
“revenge” (intikam duygusu), as the title of several lead articles seemed to 
suggest?’ Or did it refer to the perceived need to “return” to a primordial 
Turkish identity (Türklük duygusu), as another piece claimed?’° Whichever 
facet one chooses to emphasize, there can be no doubt that the journal 
sought to grip its readers with gory descriptions of the recent past and to 
instill a deep sense of violation and to build a collective identity. Only the 
unity of the nation, the editors proclaimed, could offer a prosperous foun- 
dation for existence. Continuous “battle [kavga],” moreover, formed the 
essential aspect of any meaningful survival. “Peace and tranquility,” so the 
journal declared, could be found only in death.” It continued in social 
Darwinian terms: “Only the nation armed with national feelings [milliyer 
duygularıyla] can participate in the struggle and gain as a result of it the right 
to remain alive. But let us not spend much time on the word ‘right,’ for there 
is no one left who does not believe that ‘right’ [ak] is nothing other than 
‘might’ [kuvvet]. “The most obvious truth is that those who do not crush will 
be crushed.’ The inevitable place of those who do not heed this proverb is 
the cemetery and history. Thus in order to live we must not strive for ‘right’ 
but for power.” Throughout the issues of Büyük Duygu, the authors’ 
message was unequivocal. Existence depended on unfettered sovereignty 
and self-reliance: “Right can only be derived from power, civilization only 
from power, happiness only from power. Power is everything.” ’” 

Typical of the authors in this genre, Büyük Duygu’s editors were mobi- 
lizers and activists, and they were far from resigned to Ottoman demise. 
To illustrate their arguments, they turned to history for examples of 
peoples that had reemerged successfully from defeat.°° Successful 
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national recovery demanded an active, not a passive policy. “Crushed and 
defeated nations must rise up without delay and act swiftly ... crying 
Revenge, Revenge!” That the worldview of Büyük Duygu was not unique 
but reflected the sentiments of influential circles can be seen in a letter 
Enver wrote on May 8, 1913: “My heart is bleeding ... IfI could tell you all 
the atrocities which the enemy has committed right here at the gates of 
Istanbul, you would understand the sufferings of the poor Muslims farther 
away. But our hatred is intensifying: revenge, revenge, revenge, there is 
nothing else.” Writers often referred to the German victory over France 
in 1870-1, a victory that followed the Germans’ defeat by the Napoleonic 
armies several decades earlier. As a nation that had successfully reasserted 
itself, Germany presented an example to be followed. Turks also should 
stand up: “Oh Turkish nation! ... Has the blood of Oguz, Genghis, and 
Fatih dried up in your veins? Will you forget the blows that have been dealt 
against your Turkish soul [Türklügüne], will you forget the wounds that 
have been inflicted upon your heart?!”** Evidently, some parts of the 
Turkish elite in Istanbul believed not only that the empire faced a historic 
military confrontation in the near future, but that the Ottomans should 
seek out that confrontation rather than await it passively. 

While we know little about the size and make-up of Biiyiik Duygu’s 
readership, it is significant that the journal supported public lectures and 
Meetings in an effort to reach broader segments of the population. One 
such meeting was held in an Istanbul suburb in early April 1913, organ- 
ized by the local women’s branch of the Society for National Defense 
(Müdafaa-i Milliye Cemiyeti), a prominent and very popular organization 
that promoted the values of the publications under discussion. At the 
meeting, the branch chairwoman, N. Sebiha, delivered an address sub- 
sequently published in Büyük Duygu. By now, the reader will recognize 
the topic of Sebiha’s address - that the people were “still asleep” and must 
be awakened to the dangers facing the empire — as the theme running 
through much of the contemporary political literature. Drawing on a 
historical example, this time the deeds of the ancient Carthaginian 
women when besieged by the Roman armies, Sebiha urged the women 
in her audience to make sacrifices, especially financial ones, in the name of 
the nation. She called on her listeners and readers to prove to the 
Europeans that “Turks” could “face the Europeans head on, be it milita- 
rily or economically.”*? 
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These contemporary publications suggest that the necessity of fighting a 
‘war of independence’ had become a widely-discussed, if not accepted, 
reality. In holding this view, the public’s outlook did not differ from 
Enver’s: war was the opportunity by which Ottoman aims of restoring a 
militarily powerful and politically independent empire could be achieved. 
Intellectuals and political leaders also believed that the empire had 
entered a crucial phase in its history during which it would be decided 
whether it would continue to exist or be destroyed. Nations and states 
were taken to exist in endless cycles of Darwinian struggle that no nation 
could escape.** By 1914, a broad consensus had formed around these 
issues, at least in the capital. 

In the period following the war, however, the elite of the newly-established 
Turkish Republic strongly denied the existence of such a consensus and 
thereby distanced itself from former decision-makers such as Enver. The 
reasons for such distancing are not difficult to discern. It was evident in 
retrospect that by entering the First Word War the empire had run itself 
into the ground. And there were more immediate reasons as well. At war’s 
end, the Entente allies proceeded to occupy significant portions of the 
empire, including the capital. High-ranking civilians and military officers 
were rounded up and imprisoned. Their guilt was not only that of waging 
war and losing, but they were also held responsible for the murderous 
treatment of their own Armenian civilian population during the war years. 

The prewar discussion of the international order grew out of the expe- 
rience of repeated diplomatic and military defeat. This experience not 
only meant a wealth of social and economic hardships for the population 
at large, but also engendered a deep psychological crisis. Although the 
resulting literature has been called “romantic” and “devoid of any con- 
nection with the people,”® it would be erroneous to think that it was only 
the product of a small group of insignificant writers. The takeover of the 
Sublime Porte on January 23, 1913, under the leadership of Enver Bey, 
brought to power a new government and marked the beginning of 
increased one-party rule under the CUP.°° Given the authoritarian 
regime during those years, we might conclude that the political ideas 
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appearing in the publications of 1913-14 were accepted, if not wholly 
embraced, by that regime. 

The Ottoman elite was not unique in its concern to foster among broad 
segments of its population a strong feeling of loyalty and duty to the state. 
An “internal colonialism” that sought to accomplish these tasks through 
homogenization of their populations was a global trend and occurred in 
Western European states such as France and in regions of Eurasia such as 
the Russian Empire.*’ But given the Ottoman focus on the need to face 
external threats and to counteract foreign control, the movement to 
mobilize its citizens was closer in its motivation to the Chinese and 
Spanish experiences. Like the Ottoman Empire, Qing China was not 
formally colonized but its elite detested the sway of Western imperialism 
just the same. Chinese intellectuals decried commercial concessions and 
legal privileges granted to foreigners under the Qing dynasty. Soon after 
the Wuchang Revolution of 1911 led by nationalist army troops, the 
emperor was forced to abdicate, under circumstances not unlike those 
of Sultan Abdülhamid II’s abdication. 

The rhetoric of the Chinese “movement of self-strengthening,” more- 
over, exhibited considerable similarities to the political literature of the 
late Ottomans, including an emphasis on a newly defined ethnic iden- 
tity.” The Spanish military elite, too, promoted a movement intended to 
prioritize the well-being of the state in its citizens’ outlook. Spanish 
“regenerationism” in the late nineteenth century was a reaction to the 
“great disaster” that had befallen the Iberian power and a response to 
the need to recover from the loss of Spain’s imperial possessions: Cuba, 
the Philippines, and Morocco.*” 
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For the Ottoman elite, a similar military challenge lay ahead. Like the 
drive to modernize its armies beginning in the late eighteenth century, 
nascent Turkish nationalism on the eve of the First World War 
stemmed from the external imperative to gear up the public for military 
conflict.”° 
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The Treaty of Constantinople officially ended the Second Balkan War for 
the Ottoman Empire, but not, as we have seen, the conviction on the part 
of an aggrieved public that more war was necessary. And indeed in the 
months between September 1913 and August 1914, the empire teetered 
on the brink of war with Greece, which had captured several Aegean 
islands during the First Balkan War. Throughout these ten months, the 
foreign ministry worked hard to attract Great Power support for their 
return. At issue were the islands of Chios and Mytilene, within sight of the 
Ottoman coast, and the island of Limnos. All three were of critical 
strategic importance, with Limnos commanding the mouth of the 
Dardanelles. A war between Greece and the Ottoman Empire contained 
the potential to draw in the Powers. In the event of war, the Sublime 
Porte would certainly close the Straits, as it had done briefly after Italy 
invaded its North African province of Tripoli (Libya) in 1911. Russia 
could not remain on the sidelines if the war closed the Straits; 50 percent 
of all its exports, including 90 percent of its grains, shipped through 
it." With her economy and thus the stability of the state endangered, 
could anyone doubt that St. Petersburg would have felt compelled to 
open its only route to the West “with force,” as Tsar Nicholas I put it in 
April 1914?” And could anyone doubt that a Russian intervention, 
threatening Austria-Hungary’s position in the Balkans and crowding 
Britain’s in the eastern Mediterranean, would have triggered an interna- 
tional crisis of the first order, and perhaps German and British inter- 
vention as well? 

The dispute over the future of the northern Aegean islands also fueled 
a high-stakes arms and naval race between Athens and Istanbul. The 
immediate factor intensifying the stand-off was the impending delivery 
of two dreadnought-class battleships which the Ottoman government had 
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on order with the British shipbuilding firms Armstrong and Vickers.’ As 
the delivery date approached, with the first ship due in late July 1914, 
Greek planners considered blockading Izmir and waging a pre-emptive 
war.“ For the Greeks, such a war would not only consolidate their hold on 
the islands. More importantly, it would force the British to intervene, 
causing, they hoped, the cancellation of the Ottomans’ two ships before 
they could be delivered. 

This prospect meant that the Ottomans could not allow the saber- 
rattling between Athens and Istanbul to develop into war prematurely. 
The arrival of the two dreadnoughts would hand the Ottomans the naval 
advantage in the Aegean; without them they would have to contend with a 
superior enemy. To compensate for this temporary weakness at sea, the 
Sublime Porte sought to extend its land power across the Balkan penin- 
sula. Thus in 1914 rumors of a Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance circulated in 
the capitals of Europe.’ At the very moment that shots brought down 
Franz Ferdinand, on June 28, 1914, the Ottoman government was 
actively pursuing a Bulgarian promise of neutrality in the event that the 
empire invaded Greece.° Whether they actually planned to attack Greece 
once they had secured Bulgarian neutrality, or whether they hoped to use 
Bulgarian neutrality as a lever to pry the islands away from Greece’s grasp 
remains uncertain. Most probably, the Ottomans were bargaining for 
both options, to exercise depending on how events unfolded. 

The broader circumstances of the Greek-Ottoman confrontation dur- 
ing 1913/14 illustrate the explosive links between the empire’s domestic 
problems and its foreign conflicts, as would the Armenian question (dis- 
cussed in the next chapter). 

By 1914 the possibility of population exchanges and ethnic cleansing 
had entered Ottoman strategic thinking. At least for Ottoman leaders like 
Talat Bey, the interior minister, the presence of large ethnic minorities, 
especially when backed by a foreign power, threatened the stability and 
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existence of the state. Hence they found it legitimate, even modern and 
Western, to deal with such minorities in ways that would preclude any 
future challenges to security. Some 200,000’ Orthodox had been expelled 
from Izmir and Thrace through what Erik J. Zürcher has described a 
“campaign of threats and intimidation.”” In June 1914 Talat proposed a 
formal exchange of populations to make the expulsions official. The 
Greek and Ottoman governments would calculate the material losses 
suffered by refugees on both sides, pay the balance in cash, and resettle 
the refugees according to their religious affiliation. No attempts should be 
made, in other words, to restore the refugees to their original homes. 
Claiming that only a few Orthodox residents remained in and around 
Izmir - although the region’s Orthodox population numbered some half 
a million at the time and a sizeable Orthodox population remained 
there until 1922° — Talat suggested to the Russian foreign minister 
S. D. Sazonov that the Ottomans could now even countenance an alliance 
with Greece on the basis of a population exchange. He explained to the 
Russian ambassador Giers that since the coast of Izmir and Aydin 
Province, situated adjacent the disputed islands of Chios and Mytilene, 
had been “cleansed” of their Orthodox population, the imminent threat 
Greece posed had temporarily subsided.'° His government therefore was 
now in a position to make concessions regarding these islands, such as 
granting them (with their largely Greek populations) a degree of 
autonomy.'’ On the surface, Talat was arguing that Istanbul could now 
conceive of Greek administration on the islands so close to the Ottoman 
mainland because the danger of a Greek seizure of the region around Izmir, 
launched from the islands, would no longer be a strategic soft spot. Yet it is 
doubtful that Talat and his colleagues seriously considered surrendering 
the islands without a war once their navy had acquired the dreadnoughts. 
With the dispute over the Aegean islands raging, the Ottomans engaged 
in the diplomatic equivalent of a full-court press. In February 1914, 
Grand Vezir Said Halim Pasha, working through K.N. Gulkevich, the 
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chargé d’affaires at the Russian embassy in Istanbul, attempted to get the 
Russian government to recognize Ottoman sovereignty over the islands. 
Although Gulkevich supported the effort, suggesting to Sazonov that the 
Ottomans would probably succeed in regaining Chios, Limnos, and 
Mytilene sooner or later in any case, and that St. Petersburg might as 
well reap the credit for such an outcome, the foreign minister dismissed 
any such overtures. '* 

For Sazonov and the St. Petersburg government much was at stake. It 
was of vital importance that the Ottoman Straits remained open to 
Russian shipping, and that a war, for now, be averted. Gulkevich and 
Giers, in Istanbul, were following a slightly different line. They were not 
only concerned that the Straits remain open, but were also determined to 
prevent any additional Ottoman territories that eventually might come 
under Russian rule from being seized by smaller powers, such as Greece 
or Bulgaria. The Bulgarian representative at Istanbul, Andrei Toshev, 
expressed this point to an Ottoman colleague after the Second Balkan 
War, when he described Russian satisfaction at the Ottomans’ reconquest 
of Edirne in June 1913: “The Russians consider Constantinople their 
natural inheritance. Their main concern is that when Constantinople 
falls into their hands it shall have the largest possible hinterland. If 
Adrianople is in the possession of the Turks, they shall get it too.”'° 

In August 1914, when the Entente was attempting to prevent the 
Ottoman Empire from joining the Central Powers, one proposed agree- 
ment offered the return of Limnos as the carrot. Ambassador Giers wrote in 
an “urgent” telegram to Sazonov that he strongly favored trading Limnos 
for Ottoman neutrality. If Limnos became Ottoman once again, it would 
eventually come under Russian control, they hoped, in any case: “Mudros 
Bay [on Limnos] is the key to controlling the Straits, which we may not 
leave out of our sight.”'* 

The Russian government thus took a keen interest in the possibility of 
war between Greece and the Ottoman Empire during spring 1914.'? In its 
exchanges with the British, St. Petersburg’s diplomats criticized the work 
of the British naval mission in Istanbul. The modernization of the 
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Ottoman navy, and the considerable expansion of its firepower through 
the purchase of the two British-made dreadnoughts, the Russians argued, 
only encouraged Ottoman aggression towards its Balkan and Russian 
neighbors. Sazonov instructed his ambassador at London to impress this 
point on the British government. Admiral Arthur Henry Limpus, the head 
of the British naval mission then in the Ottoman Empire, should be 
enlightened as to the Entente’s broader strategic objectives, and his 
reform efforts should be adjusted accordingly. (Later, when the German 
rear-admiral Wilhelm Souchon took charge of the Ottoman navy, he 
repeatedly complained that the British naval mission had systematically 
sabotaged Ottoman equipment and organization.) For Russia’s states- 
men, this was a critical point: “It is clear what calamitous results the loss of 
our superior position in the Black Sea would have for us,” Sazonov 
declared. “And therefore we certainly cannot stand idly by and watch 
the continued and also very rapid expansion of the Ottoman naval 
forces.”!° Against these and subsequent objections to the Limpus 
Mission, Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign secretary, argued that the 
mission had not been sent to Istanbul to arm the Ottomans against Russia. 
If London recalled the mission, Grey observed, British naval officers 
would only be replaced with a German naval mission, a development 
that would serve neither British nor Russian interests." 

Rejected by Russia, the Ottomans attempted to engage the Romanian 
government as mediator. This time Enver Pasha led the initiative, working 
through the Romanian representative in Istanbul. According to Enver’s 
proposal, Greece would return Chios, Limnos, and Mytilene to Ottoman 
control and receive in exchange several Dodecanese Islands, grabbed by 
Italy in 1912 but due to be handed back to the Ottomans in a few months’ 
time. The Greek prime minister, Eleftherios Venizelos, however, turned 
down Romanian mediation. His government, Venizelos believed, lacked 
the political strength to make concessions on the islands question. Greek 
public opinion loathed the recent evacuation of another prize of the 
Balkan Wars, southern Epirus, to be ceded to the new state of Albania, 
and would never permit the government to give up the islands. ° 

The governments of Austria-Hungary and Italy also proved unsuppor- 
tive in the Ottoman bid for international support for the return of the 
islands. By March 1914, all the European governments had indicated 
politely but firmly that the Ottomans could count on no such support. 
In fact, these governments favored continued Greek possession of the 


16 IBZI, Series I, vol. 2, no. 384, Sazonov to Benckendorff, Confidential, May 8, 1914, 381-2. 
17 IBZI, Series I, vol. 3, no. 253, Aide-mémoire, Grey to Benckendorff, June 9, 1914, 225-6. 
18 TBZI, Series I, vol. 1, no. 370, Giers to Sazonov, March 3, 1914, 369-70. 


1914: war with Greece? 47 


islands in exchange for Greece’s evacuation of the Epirus region.'” In the 
end, it was Prime Minister Venizelos who succeeded in securing the Great 
Powers’ official recognition of Greek sovereignty over the islands, though 
he failed to obtain an additional promise from the Powers to protect the 
islands militarily. It would be up to Greece to militarize and defend its new 
possessions.” The Ottoman ambassador at Vienna, Hilmi Pasha, did not 
hesitate to decry the injustice he perceived in the Powers’ decision to 
accord the islands to Athens: “the Great Power response to the Greek 
government renders any agreement in the near future between the Porte 
and Greece impossible. It will also cause the Ottoman Empire to seize the 
first opportune moment to regain the islands of Chios and Mytilene, 
which it requires.””' 

In spring 1914, therefore, it looked as if once Armstrong and Vickers 
delivered the dreadnoughts, the Ottomans would employ them, either as 
instruments of intimidation or as men-of-war, to reclaim the lost islands. 
Thus a third Balkan war between Greece and the Ottoman Empire, with 
the potential to engulf the Balkan states and even the Great Powers, would 
threatenen the international system. Facing this prospect, St. Petersburg 
sought to shore up its own security by proposing an alliance with Great 
Britain on the terms of the Anglo-French Entente Cordiale already in 
place.” Although the British proved unwilling at the time, the Russian 
ambassador in London, Count A. K. Benckendorff, assured his govern- 
ment three weeks later that in the event of a European war, Britain would 
not remain a bystander; if a European war broke out, he believed, 
St. Petersburg could count on British action.” 

Back on the ground in western Anatolia, the situation of both Orthodox 
and Muslim refugees (from the Balkans) continued to be a flashpoint. The 
Rum, members of the Greek Orthodox Church, were compelled to leave 
the empire indefinitely, and without notice.** Officials in Thrace forced 
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Orthodox residents to sign documents surrendering land and property.” 
To counter the voices that deplored such practices, Tanin published tens 
of articles claiming that the suffering of the Rum did not compare in the 
least to the atrocities visited upon Muslim populations recently expelled 
from the Balkans.*° 

In response to public criticism of the treatment of the empire’s 
Orthodox population, Interior Minister Talat Bey personally inspected 
Edirne Province in April 1914.”’ Upon his return, the government issued 
a communiqué to the Great Power cabinets claiming that Talat had 
cautioned the local authorities in eastern Thrace to safeguard the rights 
and property of its Orthodox residents, adding that troops had been 
assigned to police all necessary measures. Grand Vezir Said Halim 
Pasha used the opportunity to demand that the Great Powers enforce 
analogous measures for the protection of the safety and property of 
Muslims residing in former Ottoman Macedonia now under Greek 
control.”® 

Talat’s assurances, however, flew in the face of reality. Since the pre- 
vious year, Talat himself had orchestrated a policy of Turkification in 
western Anatolia, empowering local militias to expel Orthodox residents 
from their homes and businesses.”” The Ottoman press, as we have seen, 
undergirded this policy of expulsion by balancing the atrocities with 
accounts of atrocities committed against Muslims and Turks - in the 
Balkans, the Caucasus, and the Crimea since the eighteenth century.” 
So many of the Turkish leaders, including Talat himself, originated in 
these very borderlands and former areas of the empire that the territorial 
losses often touched off a highly emotional and sensitive memory, one in 
which revenge and retribution figured prominently. For the Muslim and 
Turkish descendants of refugees, Anatolia became the new homeland of 
Muslim Turks, while its Christian population was either killed or 
deported. Anatolia’s subsequent demographic trajectory bears out this 


25 IBZI, Series I, vol. 2, no. 246, Sazonov to Izvolskii and Benckendorff, April 21, 1914, 250; 
see also ibid., Series I, vol. 2, no. 270, Giers to Sazonov, April 22, 1914, 269, and ibid., 
Series I, vol.3, no. 22, Sazonov to Giers, May 18, 1914, 15. 

For an example, see “Bir Mukayese [A Comparison],” Tanin, April 29, 1914. 

27 “Corlu Seyahatı [The Corlu Visit],” Tanin, April 28, 1914, which dismissed Greek 
Ottoman complaints and claimed that Greek Ottomans were departing, among other 
reasons, in order to escape their military service; for the government’s position see also 
BOA, A.VRK, 788-90, Justice Ministry to Greek Orthodox Patriarchate, 3 Mayıs 1330 
(May 16, 1914). 

28 IBZI, Series I, vol. 2, no. 349, Giers to Sazonov, May 4, 1914, 344-5. 

29 Zürcher, “Greek and Turkish Refugees and Deportees, 1912-1924,” 2. 

30 See chapter 1. 


26 


1914: war with Greece? 49 


point: in 1912 80 percent of Anatolia’s population was Muslim, a figure 
that had risen to 98 percent by 1923. °' 

The Greek government attempted to apply pressure on the Ottomans 
by playing on Russian fears regarding the closure of the Straits. The Greek 
press adopted an increasingly belligerent voice, demanding support for its 
co-religionists in the Ottoman Empire. The foreign minister sent word to 
St. Petersburg that war appeared imminent and that it could be averted only 
through a concerted international effort that would rein in the Ottomans 
and “halt the persecutions.” *” According to the Ottoman point of view on 
the matter, seconded by none other than E. P. Demidov, the chief Russian 
diplomat in Athens, the Greek government was playing an obvious game: 
it was trumping up charges of Ottoman misconduct in order to create 
an international uproar that would prevent the scheduled delivery of 
the two powerful dreadnoughts from the British shipmakers.’’ Once 
they received these dreadnoughts, the entire balance of power in the 
eastern Mediterranean would shift in the Ottomans’ favor. Their navy 
would enjoy such strength that it would be able to retake by force the 
disputed islands in a confrontation with the Greek navy. From this posi- 
tion of strength, the Ottoman leaders had made it clear to the Great Power 
ambassadors that they would not accept Greek occupation of the islands 
forever, challenging openly the status quo now backed by the Powers. 

The strong resolve on both sides meant that Athens and Istanbul were 
indeed on a collision course; each side was counting on the Great Powers 
to temper the other while at the same time threatening the international 
system with a local yet dangerous war. 

The correspondence of the Russian ambassador at Istanbul documents 
this worry very clearly. The Russian correspondence shows that the tsarist 
government would not have remained passive had the Greek-Ottoman 
stand-off developed into war. The Ottomans, Giers reported back to 
St. Petersburg, were convinced that Athens was clamoring for interna- 
tional intervention on behalf of the Greek Orthodox Christians of 
Anatolia. The Ottoman leadership would not cave in, Giers posited; 
rather, they would count on the Great Powers to restrain Greek action 
in order to maintain passage and commerce at the Straits. At this point, in 
mid-June 1914, Giers warned that the outbreak of war between the two 
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powers seemed more likely than its prevention. For that eventuality, he 
suggested, Russia must be ready to launch “immediate counter meas- 
ures,” ”” recommending that military preparations necessary for forcing 
open the Straits be taken. 

In mid-June western Anatolia continued to be such a tinderbox that the 
Russian consul there requested the dispatch of a warship because of the 
prevailing “anarchy in Izmir Province [sic: Aydin Province], the misdeeds of 
those engaged in the boycott, and the absence of any [Ottoman] troops.” 
The fact that the request was approved and Tsar Nicholas II ordered a 
warship for cruising along the Anatolian coast underscores once again the 
potential for escalation and a much wider international conflict.” 

In case of war, the Athens government could count on the support of its 
Serbian ally, or so it thought. Yet when it presented the Sublime Porte 
with a list of demands on June 12 — not an “ultimatum” for it bore no 
deadline — the Serbian government made it known immediately that it 
would not march with Greece if war broke out, and for several reasons. It 
maintained that (1) Athens had taken an extreme stance throughout the 
crisis; (2) the situation of Greek Orthodox citizens in the Ottoman Empire 
was not yet hopeless, and that this issue, in any case, was not in itself a 
sufficient cause for war; (3) Serbia considered itself for financial and 
military reasons in no state to fight another war after two recent wars 
and operations in Albania, and for a cause not vital to Serbia or Greece; 
and (4) a war against the rejuvenated Ottoman Empire could mean the 
loss of Kavala, Salonica, and other areas that had changed hands only 
recently. The Serbian government’s third point is particularly remarkable 
for its timing, coming as it did a mere two weeks before the assassination 
of Franz Ferdinand. Thus, at this point, the Serbian government and 
St. Petersburg were collaborating in the effort to restrain Athens, and to 
prevent war.°° 

The Greek note of June 12 called for the immediate end to persecu- 
tions, the resettlement of displaced persons, and the restoration of con- 
fiscated property or financial compensation. *’ In their reply, the Ottoman 
authorities pledged full commitment to addressing these points and 
claimed that public order had already been restored in eastern Thrace 
and that the same efforts to restore public order were in motion in Aydin 
Province as well. Then the Ottomans turned the tables, pinning the blame 
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for Ottoman ill will against the Orthodox population and Greece itself on 
the brutal persecution and expulsion of Muslim populations in the 
Balkans. It was the destitute state of these refugees arriving in Anatolia, 
they claimed, that had so fomented the public’s hostilility.*® 

Russian diplomats continued to restrain Greece from unleashing a war 
that would lead to the closure of the Straits and perhaps spark a much 
wider war. The foreign ministry at St. Petersburg suggested the Ottomans 
be given an opportunity to reinstate order and warned the Athens govern- 
ment that Greece might very well lose some of the territories it had 
recently gained if the crisis spiraled into war.’ Giers urged Said Halim 
Pasha to allocate regular troops to Talat and to charge the interior ministry 
with the duty of protecting the empire’s Orthodox population. He also 
urged Said Halim to soften the aggressive tone taken by the Ottoman 
press, which included organs of powerful foreign interests as well.*! The 
Ottomans met Giers’s demands, declaring martial law for Aydin Province 
and the Dardanelles region, and allegedly dispatching troops to resettle 
Orthodox populations in the towns and villages from which they had been 
displaced. Even the press, according to Said Halim, had been issued 
official instruction to moderate its rhetoric.“ 

Eager to contain the crisis, Ambassador Giers defended the Ottoman 
position on the question of the treatment of the Rum. He reported back to 
his superiors in St. Petersburg that the Greek accusations of persecution 
had been exaggerated and politically motivated. Athens’s primary con- 
cerns aimed at achieving international recognition of its ownership of the 
disputed Aegean islands and preventing the delivery of the two British 
dreadnoughts, scheduled for late July 1914. “It has become clear,” Giers 
wrote, “to what great extent the Greek Patriarchate [in Istanbul] had 
exaggerated the emergency which the Anatolian Greeks have suffered at 
the hands of the Muslim refugees from Macedonia.”** The Ottoman 
leaders were concerned not to be viewed in the European capitals as the 
aggressors in this conflict. The Istanbul government sent a circular note to 
the ambassadors of the six Great Powers inviting international monitors to 
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observe conditions at first hand. The Ottomans pointedly expressed 
the hope that such joint tours of inspection could also be undertaken in 
the empire’s former territories now part of Greece.** The Athens govern- 
ment accepted the proposal, and suggested the creation of a mixed 
Greek-Ottoman commission to determine the property losses of 
Orthodox and Muslim refugees.“ Thus, after the Balkan Wars had pro- 
duced some 400,000 Muslim refugees and the Ottoman policy of 
Turkification in western Anatolia some 200,000 Orthodox refugees, the 
two governments agreed to take stock of the damage.” 

With the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, the Great Powers’ attention 
shifted away from the Greek-Ottoman confrontation, but the conflict 
continued to define the relations between the two Mediterranean states. 
In July 1914, the Greek members of the Ottoman chamber of deputies, led 
by the delegate from Aydin Province, Emanuelidi Efendi, succeeded in 
holding a formal hearing (sual-i takrir) as to the rights and safety of Greek 
Orthodox Ottomans. The questioning of Interior Minister Talat Bey, in 
particular, took place in a heated and raucous session of the chamber.*’ 

How the Bulgarian government would have behaved in the case of war 
between Greece and the Ottoman Empire remains unclear. In the 
Balkans, the Ottoman Empire represented the friendliest of Bulgaria’s 
neighbors, whereas Bulgarian relations with Greece, Romania, and Serbia 
had been strained since the Second Balkan War and the August 1913 
Treaty of Bucharest (which had excluded Ottoman participation, how- 
ever). Meeting with his Russian counterpart on June 20, 1914, the 
Bulgarian military attaché in Istanbul declared that Sofia would remain 
neutral in the case of war between Athens and Istanbul and that, in 
exchange for its neutrality, it would expect a favorable revision of the 
Bulgarian—Ottoman border. If diplomacy failed, such a revision, to be 
sure, could have been achieved through a swift Bulgarian military oper- 
ation, returning to her the access to the Aegean Bulgaria briefly enjoyed 
after the First Balkan War. Although Bulgaria still retained a small strip of 
the Aegean coast, the Treaty of Bucharest had granted the Aegean port of 
Kavala to Greece.*® Nevertheless, fearing that St. Petersburg might step 
up its support of Sofia’s rivals Greece and Serbia, the Bulgarian prime 
minister, Vasil Radoslavov, deferred to St. Petersburg and pledged that 
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his government would neither support an Ottoman attack on Greece nor 
grant free passage to Ottoman land forces.*” 

Thus the Balkan Wars had proven to many the impossibility of coex- 
istence of Christians and Muslims. As co-religionists, Christian Ottomans 
were perceived as sympathetic to the Balkan powers, especially the Greek 
Orthodox population (known in Ottoman as Rum, meaning “Romans”). 
As a result, Ottoman newspapers and patriotric societies called on 
Muslims to boycott Christian businesses and to shop only at Muslim 
stores. The Greek Orthodox patriarch, Germanos V, attempted to defuse 
the situation by asking the Ottoman government to take steps towards 
ending the boycott. His requests rebuffed, the patriarch threatened pub- 
licly to turn to the international community — or international interven- 
tion, as others would see it — causing an even louder outcry. The 
patriarch’s appeal to foreign powers seemed to demonstrate precisely 
the Christian population’s lack of loyalty that had necessitated the boycott 
in the first place. Hüseyin Kazim Bey, the former governor of Salonica 
Province, lost to Greece, published an open, and openly hostile, letter to 
the patriarch.” Hüseyin Kazim justified the “Muslim boycott” by claim- 
ing that the Rum had acted with unabashed disloyalty during the Balkan 
Wars. They had not served in the Ottoman army, and, on the contrary, 
they had provided financial support to Greece and thus, by extension, to 
all of the Balkan states. Moreover, Htiseyin Kazim pointed to the lack of 
financial contributions made by Orthodox citizens to patriotic efforts like 
the Ottoman Navy and National Aid Society (Osmanlı Donanma ve 
Muavenet-i Milliye Cemiyeti). Founded in 1909, the Society enjoyed 
wide popularity and had succeeded in collecting large donations for 
modernizing the navy.’' Thus the Ottoman naval build-up was financed 
at least in part by direct donations collected by this highly popular organ- 
ization. In this climate the Ottoman arms race was a great source of 
national pride, as the strengthening of the navy symbolized Ottoman 
efforts at modernization and renewal.” 

In addition to the alleged lack of Rum loyalty, Hüseyin Kazim provided 
further justifications for the economic boycott. The empire’s Muslims had 
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started down the path of communal awakening and consciousness, and 
they had now become painfully aware of the need to build a national 
economy for the empire. In his open letter, he addressed the patriarch 
directly: “There is no boycott, only an economic awakening, and a strug- 
gle to survive,” and he pointed to the Ottoman state’s miserable financial 
situation. Hüseyin Kazim stopped short of scapegoating outright the 
empire’s Christian citizens for the decrepit state of the economy. Rather, 
he blamed previous Muslim generations for mismanaging the economy 
and allowing the empire to slip into indebtedness and poverty.’ The time 
had now arrived, he continued, for this generation to act in the state’s 
interest, and this could only mean supporting Muslim businesses in order 
to avert total financial collapse.“ 

Writing after the outbreak of war in Europe but prior to Ottoman 
intervention, the Russian-born socialist and well-known journalist on 
Ottoman political and economic issues Alexander Helphand, who wrote 
under the name of Parvus, argued that Britain was responsible for the 
current hostilities. By the time Parvus came to Istanbul in 1910 he had 
spent over a decade in Germany, immersed in Marxist circles and a 
relentless critic of British imperialism. In Istanbul as a correspondent of 
a German paper, his views represented German interests but reflected 
much of the Ottoman press nonetheless.’ He claimed that Germany had 
achieved industrial and technological superiority over Britain, and that 
Germany now posed a formidable threat to British political and commer- 
cial hegemony in many parts of the world.”° To confront this challenge, 
Parvus argued, Britain had now resorted to defend its global position 
militarily. 


Now we are facing a great European war that has been brought upon us [Germans 
and Ottomans] by the Triple Entente ... The British Prime Minister Asquith can 
repeat as many times as he likes that Britain entered the war only as the result of the 
violation of Belgian neutrality. There is not the slightest doubt that Britain care- 
fully calculated its entry into the war ahead of time, and that it entered it purely for 
reasons of material gain. Britain’s objective is to destroy German commerce 
entirely and, if possible, to remove Germany’s merchant fleet and, especially, its 
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navy from the seas ... Just as importantly, Britain is trying to break German 
political influence [around the world].”’ 


According to Parvus, imperialist ambitions were driving Britain to wage 
war on Germany in the hope of consolidating its colonial empire. Once 
Germany was defeated, Britain would then have to contend with its 
current allies, France and Russia; the Ottoman Empire would be the 
first victim of such colonial consolidation. Britain, he maintained, aimed 
at creating a contiguous colonial empire from Cairo to Bombay: “The 
Gulf of Basra and Iraq are of the greatest importance to British rule in 
India.”°® Control over these areas would not only give Britain command 
over the Indian Ocean and cut off Germany’s route to the Far East, but 
would also guarantee ready access to oil fields. Oil, Parvus pointed out, 
“has become one of the most valuable types of fuel for navies since the day 
battleships began using oil instead of coal.””” 

Parvus portrayed Britain not as Germany’s but as the Ottoman 
Empire’s greatest enemy. He accused Britain of causing the war, and 
he even speculated that it would be Britain, rather than Russia, that 
would take the first steps towards Ottoman dismemberment. Given the 
British wartime agreements, including the Constantinople Agreement of 
1915, the Sykes-Picot Agreement of 1916, the Hussein-McMahon 
Correspondence of 1915-16, and the Balfour Declaration of 1917, 
Parvus, at least in this respect, was not off the mark. He also held Britain 
responsible for the losses the Ottoman Empire had suffered in the Balkan 
Wars. Should Britain win the war, Parvus posited, the Ottoman Empire 
would certainly be partitioned between the Entente powers. France, he 
reminded his readers, no longer even bothered to hide its territorial 
designs and spoke openly about its intentions to establish French rule in 
Syria. Sounding a theme similar to Cami’s, Parvus concluded that the 
colonized peoples of the world would no longer endure European rule and 
were growing strong enough to “break the shackles” imposed on them by 
“British imperialism.”°° 

In a speech delivered on November 19, 1914, about three weeks after 
the Ottoman entry into the war, one of the foremost Turkish nationalist 
intellectuals agreed fully with Parvus’ assessment regarding the Triple 
Entente’s culpability in bringing about the world war.°' The scholar and 
ideologue Akcuraoglu Yusuf (later Yusuf Akçura), a Russian-born 
émigré, praised the Ottoman alliance with Germany: “The policy pursued 
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by the Ottoman state today is historically flawless ... I do not know of any 
war which Muslims, or Ottomans, have fought with greater justification 
than this one. In this war we are defending a principle that is accepted and 
embraced by all belligerents, namely the independence and freedom of 
nations, the independence and freedom of religions. In other words, we 
are only defending ourselves against an active policy of imprisonment and 
oppression ... And for that reason we are shedding our blood.”°” 
Akcuraoglu Yusuf, an influential member of the Istanbul elite, thus 
viewed the Ottoman entry into the war as a historic opportunity for 
Ottoman liberation and self-assertion. Although this interpretation of 
the war has become closely associated with Enver Pasha, it was clearly 
entrenched within the Turkish Ottoman elite on the eve of the war. 
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3 The Ottoman Empire within 
the international order 





From the Ottoman perspective the international order in 1913 looked 
bleak. At the height of European imperialism, the Powers, great and small, 
all sought to expand their strategic and financial control in the Ottoman 
Empire. This international rivalry, of course, was part of a much bigger 
game that stretched from Africa and the eastern Mediterranean across 
Central Asia and the Indian Ocean to the Pacific. The territorial losses and 
land seizures began in 1878, when Britain and Russia seized Ottoman 
territory in ways that resembled a tightening noose from Istanbul. Russia 
annexed large parts of the Caucasus for itself and supported openly the 
nationalist independence movements in the Ottoman Balkans. Britain 
first took direct control over Cyprus, then occupied Egypt, and later 
concluded several independent treaties in the Gulf with local rulers who 
at least nominally were subjects of the Ottoman state. The British also 
challenged Ottoman authority in Iraq, Palestine, and Syria and bumped 
up against Russian interests in Persia, the Ottomans’ eastern frontier. In 
Syria, the London government was aided by its French ally, the leading 
investor in the empire and its principal creditor. German investments 
were concentrated along the Baghdad Railway, although the line remained 
incomplete in several critical sections by 1914. Italy, too, sought to carve 
out its slice of the Ottoman pie, both through commercial investments and 
through a bid for colonial empire in North Africa. In 1911 it nestled itself 
between the colonial possessions of its British and French allies there and 
occupied several islands in the Mediterranean. ' 
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While no alliance with a great power appeared in the offing, the Ottomans 
pursued the formation of a Balkan league. Following the Greek-Ottoman 
War of 1897, arare military victory for the Ottomans amidst many disasters, 
Sultan Abdülhamid II initiated, and later reopened, alliance negotiations 
with Greece, Romania, and Serbia, but these talks never came to fruition. 
The strategic reasons for the alliance were straightforward. The Sublime 
Porte hoped the alliance would offer protection against a second attack from 
Greece while preventing similar attempts at territorial expansion by the 
empire’s other Balkan neighbors.” 

If the empire’s territorial integrity was fragile under the reign of Sultan 
Abdülhamid II, it shattered under the new constitutional government that 
came to power in July 1908. At the forefront of the Young Turk movement, 
which, despite its name, included groups of non-Turkish ethnicity, came 
the Ottoman Committee of Union and Progress (Osmanlı Ittihad ve Terraki 
Cemiyeti), or CUP.” Rather than initiate a period of stability and develop- 
ment, or “union and progress,” as the Young Turks had hoped, the 
revolution of 1908 set in motion a host of adverse events. The uncertainties 
that emerged along with the new constitutional regime prompted the Great 
Powers to consolidate their own interests in the Near East. Most signifi- 
cantly, from the Ottomans’ perspective, the foreign ministers of Austria- 
Hungary and Russia exchanged favors at the empire’s expense: Russian 
warships would gain the right of passage through the Straits while Austria- 
Hungary annexed Bosnia-Herzegovina, the territory occupied by the 
Habsburgs since 1878. Vienna fevered over the possibility of Serbian 
expansion, and it feared that Belgrade might make its own grasp for the 
Ottoman region during the tumultuous days of the coup. Although the 
Russians ultimately failed to push their agenda successfully past the other 
Powers, the Austro-Hungarian annexation stuck, thanks to the backing of 
its German ally.* 

The bad news continued to pour into the capital, as the small Balkan 
states indeed interpreted the Young Turk Revolution as a moment of 
Ottoman weakness and thus opportunity. Bulgaria unilaterally declared 
its formal independence. Cretan delegates announced the island’s uni- 
fication with Greece, a declaration that was unrecognized by any power, 
including Greece, but which constituted a serious challenge to the 
Ottomans nonetheless. Appeals to the signatories of the Berlin Congress 
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of 1878, protesting the violation of the status quo in Bosnia-Herzegovina 
and Bulgaria, fell on deaf ears. These unexpected and dramatic reverses 
underscored the perilous condition of the Ottomans’ international iso- 
lation. As a result, and for the moment still buoyed by the restoration of 
the constitution on July 24, 1908, they embarked on a wide search for 
allies among the European powers. Such alliances, it was hoped, would 
deter further aggression against the empire’s territories and provide a 
measure of international security.” 

In its efforts to find such allies, the new cabinet headed by Grand Vezir 
Kamil Pasha sought to enlist British support. Kamil suggested that the 
British foreign office endorse Ottoman alliance negotiations with Bulgaria, 
Montenegro, and Serbia. His proposal met with only a cool reception, 
however, and the attempt to form a Balkan entente never got off the 
ground.’ A few weeks later, in early November 1908, the Committee of 
Union and Progress sent two of its leaders, Ahmed Riza and Dr. Nazim Bey, 
to London to meet with Foreign Secretary Grey to win him over to a 
British-Ottoman alliance. That attempt, too, failed immediately. Three 
years later, in the midst of the war with Italy, the Said Pasha cabinet 
resurrected these efforts at a British alliance, only to be rebuffed once again.’ 

The lack of military power, which necessitated the empire’s search for 
allies in the first place, was paralleled by the state’s precarious financial 
situation. Heavily indebted, the state had defaulted on its foreign loan 
payments, prompting the creditor nations and banks to form the Ottoman 
Public Debt Administration in 1881. During its final decades the empire 
saw large portions of its revenues controlled directly by this international 
financial body.” Following the political instability of 1908, foreign capital 
fled the empire and the budget deficit continued to grow by large margins. 
The new leaders made attempts at financial reform, focusing primarily on 
streamlining the collection of taxes and a greater reliance on domestic 
rather than foreign debt.” But any success would be gradual, and for the 
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short term the empire continued to depend on external loans. The search 
for foreign loans proved as disappointing to Istanbul as its search for 
political and military allies. In mid-1910, London and Paris rejected the 
requests of the finance minister, Cavid Bey, who had traveled to the 
European capitals personally, hat in hand. Britain and France withheld 
loans in part to undermine the independent-minded Cavid, whose inten- 
tions of circumventing the French-dominated Ottoman Public Debt 
Administration and thus making the Ottoman state less reliant on it 
were understandably unpopular in the Western capitals.'” In holding 
back the loan, the European powers increased their leverage by linking 
the loan question to political matters. London made its financial assistance 
conditional on the abandonment of plans to extend the German-financed 
Baghdad Railway to Basra, a “British” port in the Persian Gulf.'' Anglo- 
Ottoman differences over such issues as Ottoman tariff rates, British 
navigation rights in the Persian Gulf, oil exploitation concessions, and the 
extension of the Baghdad Railway were not solved until the signing of a 
series of agreements negotiated by a special diplomatic mission headed by 
the former Grand Vezir Ibrahim Hakkı Pasha in mid-1913.'* 

As for Russia, the tsar’s government erected obstacles in the way of 
Ottoman reform whenever it could, and it insisted on a comprehensive 
reform program in the provinces with large Armenian populations border- 
ing Russia as a precondition before any other reforms could take place. 
It not only opposed the reorganization of the military and the navy — 
understandably, since these might be turned directly against Russia — but 
also administrative reforms ranging from agriculture and public works to 
the training of a professional gendarmerie. When Tevfik Pasha, the 
Ottoman ambassador in London, proposed detailed reforms for the 
empire, the British foreign office proved cooperative initially but had to 
drop its support in the face of Russian objections.’ 

Sazonov, St. Petersburg’s foreign minister, also stipulated that Russian 
officers must be part of all reforms in eastern Anatolia. Explaining his 
objections to the British, he “stated that some time ago representatives of 
Armenians had approached the Russian government with a request for the 
annexation of Turkish Armenia to Russia. He had replied that there could 
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be no question of annexation but that Russia would see that effective 
reforms were carried out. Russia was therefore under peculiar obligations 
to the Armenians and she could not play second violin in this matter.” '* If 
the Sublime Porte rejected Russian officers in eastern Anatolia, Sazonov 
“would then intimate to Turkey that in the absence of a properly organ- 
ized gendarmerie disorder and massacres of Armenians were certain to 
occur and that in that case Russia would intervene.” 1” 

Perhaps more importantly, St. Petersburg worried about the growing 
potential of the Ottoman Black Sea Fleet. By 1914, Admiral I.K. 
Grigorovich, the Russian navy minister, warned that “the Turks will have 
unconditional supremacy in the Black Sea” in a year’s time.'° Indeed, the 
Ottomans were working intensively to expand their naval capacity, in large 
part by shopping in European capitals and the Americas for warship 
contracts. To deny it the wherewithal to make such costly purchases, 
Russia fought the proposed increase in Ottoman tariff rates and lobbied 
its Entente partners, Britain and France, to turn down any loan 
requests.'’ When Cavid Bey traveled to Paris in January 1914 in pursuit 
of a loan from the French government, Russian interests hung over the 
negotiations like a dark cloud and precluded any agreement. ° On another 
front, Russian diplomacy, this time working together with London, 
requested delaying the delivery of the Armstrong ship — successfully as it 
turned out.'” At other times, St. Petersburg attempted to derail Ottoman 
purchases of capital ships by acquiring the vessels itself, adding them to its 
own Black Sea Fleet.”° 

For their part, the Central Powers lacked faith in the empire’s future, 
and they showed no interest in an Ottoman alliance. Ottoman offers of 
alliance to Vienna in November 1909 were rebuffed.”' While the Sublime 
Porte kept alive alliance negotiations with the Habsburgs in the following 
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years, simultaneous, and equally unsuccessful, approaches to the Romanian 
government followed.” Berlin remained equally aloof to an alliance, but 
it did bolster the Ottoman naval effort by agreeing to the sale of two large 
warships and four destroyers in mid-1910, something the British at 
the time were unwilling to do.”’ Moreover, later that year Berlin and 
Vienna issued the Ottomans a much-desired loan refused earlier by the 
Entente.”* 

When the Ottomans tried their luck at an alliance with Berlin in 1912, 
however, the German foreign office, like its British counterpart, could not 
bring itself to put its resources and prestige at the service of Ottoman 
security, despite Kaiser Wilhelm II’s pronounced views to the contrary.” 
Ahmed Riza Bey, the former CUP leader in exile and now a member of the 
senate (Meclis-i Ayan), met with officials at the German embassy in Paris 
and reopened in vain the question of a German—Ottoman alliance. 
A single word by his “Majesty the Kaiser,” Ahmed Riza claimed, would 
win over “the hearts of the entire Islamic world.” And Noradonkyan 
Efendi, the Ottoman foreign minister, followed up Ahmed Rıza’s efforts 
by raising the question with Ambassador Wangenheim in Istanbul. 
Despite the kaiser’s favor, however, the Ottoman leaders would not 
be successful in achieving their alliance until the emergence of the July 
Crisis in 1914.°° 


The role of Germany 


The fact that the German foreign office, the Auswärtiges Amt, initially 
rejected the Ottoman offer for an alliance in July 1914 has been cited as 
key evidence that Germany did not “push” the Ottomans into war.” 
Much of the analysis that has dealt with the German-Ottoman alliance 
was caught up in the postwar debate about war guilt. Each of the 
European governments published massive archival collections to docu- 
ment its innocence in the origins of the war. These publications were so 
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voluminous indeed that they prompted one historian to speak of “the world 
war of the documents.”** The American historian Robert J. Kerner, like the 
British historian H. S.W. Corrigan, to give but two examples, relied on 
these collections to argue that German expansionism had forced the 
Ottomans into war.” 

Over four decades ago, Ulrich Trumpener concluded his examination 
of the German-Ottoman alliance of 1914 with the verdict that the 
German admiral Wilhelm “Souchon’s attack on Russia was not an inde- 
pendent coup, but planned in close collaboration with several members of 
the Porte and executed upon explicit orders from the Ottoman war 
minister.”°° These individuals, he declared, comprised “the Turkish 
action party” and consisted of “Enver, Talaat, Djemal, Halil and their 
supporters in the Committee of Union and Progress.”’' Trumpener’s 
“Assessment of Responsibilities” exculpated Germany from thrusting 
the Ottoman Empire into an unwanted war. Nor, according to 
Trumpener, would Germany have been able to do so; in a subsequent 
study, he argued that German economic and political influence in the 
Ottoman Empire was “effectively counterbalanced by that of the other 
European powers.” ** While he conceded that the German military mis- 
sion arriving in Istanbul in mid-December 1913 had “resulted in a sub- 
stantial increase of Germany’s general influence,” Trumpener called 
attention to the “high-ranking British [naval] officers” whose presence 
equaled that of the German mission.” From Trumpener’s point of view, 
Germany enjoyed no particular position of strength in Istanbul in 1914. 

Trumpener found erroneous the conclusions of earlier scholars who 
depicted Germany as an imperialist bully and who claimed that “by 1914 
the Ottoman empire was little more than a satellite of the [German] 
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Reich.” ** He attributed the conclusions of some East German historians 
to their authors’ Marxist bent.” Trumpener was partially correct: the 
Ottoman Empire was not a “satellite” of Germany, but neither were the 
Ottomans “diplomatic equals.”*° 

Writing in the 1960s, Trumpener, in part, was answering the highly 
controversial studies by the German historian Fritz Fischer. Drawing on 
extensive archival material, Fischer had postulated that Wilhelmine pol- 
iticians were resolved on fighting a “preventive war” against France and 
Russia before these powers could combine to overpower Germany’s 
economic and military strength.*’ Fischer had argued forcefully that 
Wilhelm II and his chief of staff, Helmuth von Moltke, viewed the war 
as the inevitable confrontation of “Germandom and Slavdom.”** And 
while Fischer recognized continuity in German alliance policy towards the 
Ottoman Empire,” Trumpener saw the sudden emergence of the July 
Crisis as the basis for the German—Ottoman alliance of 1914.*° 

Trumpener was not alone in his conclusion regarding Ottoman “willing 
co-operation”*’ as Germany’s ally in 1914. Basing his findings on pub- 
lished and unpublished German archival sources, Carl Mühlmann, a 
former German officer who had served in the Ottoman Empire, docu- 
mented the Ottoman role in the formation of the alliance and the empire’s 
entry into the war. From the German archives, Mühlmann even produced 
Enver Pasha’s written order to Souchon, instructing the admiral to “seek 
out the Russian fleet and to attack it without prior declaration of war.”*” 
More so than Trumpener’s, Mühlmann’s work aimed directly at the 
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question of German war guilt, but it shared Trumpener’s overall conclu- 
sion: the origins of the German—Ottoman alliance and the origins of 
Ottoman intervention must primarily be sought in the motivations of 
Ottoman statesmen, not in Berlin. While Ottoman statesmen doubtless 
played a crucial role, more must be said about German policies and 
interests in the Near East. Here the concern is not with the debate about 
German war guilt and the “disastrous quality” in German foreign policy, 
which has been such a frequent theme of historical studies examining 
pre-1914 Germany.*® The aim is rather to resituate the German- 
Ottoman alliance of August 1914 in the context of the new international 
dynamic that emerged after Italy’s grab for Tripoli in 1911 and that gained 
further momentum with the outbreak of the Balkan Wars in 1912-13. 
Trumpener’s general assessment of the German—Ottoman alliance 
characterized Germany as having been drawn more or less unwittingly 
into the alliance and into fighting a war in the Near East by Wilhelm II and 
the Ottoman war party. There had been, in other words, no pre-July 1914 
planning of a military alliance with the Ottoman Empire.** This interpre- 
tation overlooks key aspects of the story, however. Given the level of 
heated anticipation surrounding the question of Ottoman partition since 
the nineteenth century, it is hardly surprising that Germany, like the other 
powers, took steps to prepare for annexation in the Near East. The vision 
of Germany as a global power had been formulated in 1897, when the 
chancellor proclaimed Weltpolitik as the state’s new course. A decade 
later, that vision had lost some of the confidence and excitement with 
which it had been proclaimed. Gaining control over all or parts of the 
Ottoman Empire could energize those ambitions. Ottoman territory 
could be pivotal to Germany’s place in the world, connecting the 
German and Habsburg realms to the Near East and thus the Persian 
Gulf and the Indian Ocean. It could also form an integral part of 
Berlin’s other vision, that of a unified Mitteleuropa.” It would be inaccu- 
rate to attribute annexationist thinking across the board to German 
decision-makers, even if key figures such as Wilhelm II and General von 
der Goltz had embraced such thinking. But we also see that such ambi- 
tions were not confined to official circles. Even beyond them, in church 
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groups and the universities, for example, were those who dreamt the 
“Dream of a German Orient.” Thus, as the international rivalry of the 
New Imperialism intensified, Berlin widened its economic and political 
presence in the Ottoman Empire, a presence that was buttressed within 
German society by a culture that revered the Near East as hallowed 
ground.*° 

For their part, the Ottomans welcomed this greater German involve- 
ment in the empire as a counterweight to British and Russian expansion. 
Certainly, the vested interest of yet another Great Power brought along a 
new set of dangerous circumstances. Kaiser Wilhelm II, for example, 
loved to pose as the Muslim world’s liberator, and Berlin promoted the 
ideology of pan-Islamism in North Africa and Asia as a way of stirring into 
revolution the colonial Muslim subjects of Germany’s enemies, Britain, 
France, and Russia. Britain sought to parry these efforts by supporting 
Arab nationalism against the sultan, who was also, at least in theory, the 
caliph of all Muslims worldwide.“ 

Wilhelm van Kampen has argued cogently that Berlin’s long-term 
policy of preserving the Ottoman Empire shifted to a policy of acquisition 
following the Ottoman defeat in the Balkan Wars.*® His final assessment, 
however, that German territorial pursuits resulted only from the unex- 
pected military collapse of 1912 and thus should be understood as “a child 
of necessity” is debatable.*” German aims after 1912 may be seen not so 
much as a redirection as an intensification of German policy. While 
Germany diplomatically supported Ottoman territorial integrity before 
the Balkan Wars, it did so for the explicit reason that its share in the event 
of partition would be very modest. German commercial and institutional 
presence in the Ottoman Empire, after all, was still relatively small in 
comparison to that of Britain, France, and Russia. What is more, defend- 
ing these possessions in a war over Ottoman territory would pose a 
daunting geostrategic challenge to Germany, which had no firm military 
footing in the wider region. The later the partition, the greater the share 
Berlin could realistically hope to control eventually. 

Prior to the Balkan Wars, Berlin had favored the gradual transformation 
of the Ottoman Empire into a German protectorate. In May 1913, with 
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the Ottomans defeated, German policy-makers prepared for the antici- 
pated territorial partition of the empire. As Kerner, and later Corrigan, 
Fischer, and Kampen pointed out, the German foreign office demarcated 
its sphere of influence in what it hoped would become German-controlled 
territory at the time of partition. When partition appeared imminent 
during the Balkan Wars, Berlin’s ambassador in Istanbul, Hans von 
Wangenheim, circulated color-coded maps designating the areas that 
could fall under German control.” Once the likelihood of the empire’s 
wholesale partition had passed, the German secretary of state for foreign 
affairs, Gottlieb von Jagow, summarized the German policy in a letter to 
Wangenheim, dated July 28, 1913: “We have only a single interest in 
Turkey: that it will survive in Asia long enough until we will have con- 
solidated ourselves there in our areas of activity [Arbeitszonen] and have 
become prepared for annexation. I want to postpone that moment for as 
long as possible. The first condition for this, however, is that Turkey will 
stay out of European dealings [i.e. further confrontation in the Balkans] .”°' 
Hence Foreign Secretary Jagow, anxious lest another Balkan war trigger 
partition, urged Ottoman detente. His statement referred specifically to the 
recapture of Edirne the previous week,” a military operation that the 
foreign secretary clearly did not endorse: “In my opinion the push to 
Adrianople [Edirne] ... only harbors great misfortune for the Turkish 
Empire. The entanglement in European and Balkan affairs has always 
been a [source of] weakness for Turkey. [Such entanglement] has dis- 
tracted [Turkey] from its Asiatic duties ... without [Turkey] ever gaining 
a practical benefit from participating in the games of European intrigue. 
[Such entanglement] has only wasted [Turkey’s] best energies.”’’ The 
Ottoman Empire should cut its losses and focus on improving the 
internal conditions of its Asian provinces, Jagow believed. 
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Ambassador Wangenheim’s position also reflected the fear that formal 
partition at this point would hand the empire’s most lucrative and strate- 
gically significant points to the Entente: 


We are not at all prepared to settle down in Asia Minor. Russia, France, and 
England have defined spheres of interest. Our interests run alongside the Baghdad 
Railway and traverse all of Asia Minor; they are more of a financial nature than 
a material one. Our schools, churches, etc. cannot be compared with those 
of France, Russia, and England, which were established over the course of cen- 
turies ... Our [institutions], moreover, are located in areas which to a great extent 
must fall under the control of other powers. We have a great deal of catching up to 
do and for that we require an extended period of diligent work. The aim of our 
policy, therefore, can only be to delay Turkey’s dissolution for as long as possible.”* 


While the German fear of partition was real, Jagow kept a poker face. He 
was not worried about secret Entente plans to partition Anatolia, he told 
Grey, even “if there have been from time to time faint rumors in the 
press.” To what extent Berlin was able to follow internal British dis- 
cussion, we do not know. In November 1912, the consul-general in 
Egypt, Lord Kitchener, had written Grey from Cairo proposing to exploit 
the instability of the Balkan War and tighten its grip on Egypt, a move the 
cautious Grey rejected. Britain controlled Egypt already, and any change 
in its status would entitle the other powers to war spoils as well.°° 

Berlin’s foreign policy-makers envisioned the gradual development of a 
protectorate, and these intentions remained consistent into the war years. 
Count Johann von Pallavicini, the Austro-Hungarian ambassador in 
Istanbul, who maintained close relations with Wangenheim, reported that 
he and his German colleague shared the conviction that the Central Powers 
must establish over the Ottoman Empire “a type of protectorate in order to 
maintain and develop it,” and once the First World War began he concluded 
that Germany’s “central war aim was to seize control over the Near East.” 
Berlin’s Ottoman policy, then, aimed at gaining influence among decision- 
makers in the capital. The empire’s immediate partition was undesirable, 
but Germany’s vision would not have preserved Ottoman autonomy any 
more than the territorial acquisitions sought by the Entente powers. 

Wilhelm II, kaiser of the German Empire since 1888, was an ardent 
proponent of deeper involvement in the Ottoman Empire. Although he 
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repeatedly floated the idea of a formal Ottoman alliance with his advisors, 
the Auswärtiges Amt deemed such an alliance irreconcilable with the 
realities of the international state system.” The kaiser’s minutes on 
memoranda relating to the Near East suggest that he strongly believed 
in the advantages of a formal alliance nonetheless. In September 1910, 
when rumors of an alliance between Austria-Hungary, Germany, and the 
Ottoman Empire appeared in European and Ottoman dailies, Wilhelm II 
noted: “let us hope it will come to that.” And, referring to an article 
regarding the same rumors in the Neue Wiener Journal, the influential 
Viennese daily, he commented: “too good to be true, if only we were 
there already!””° 

Why, then, was a German—Ottoman alliance not feasible in 1910, 
despite the German emperor’s evidently strong support for it? For one 
thing, the Ottomans did not bring enough to the table; the empire was 
simply too vulnerable militarily, even when backed by Germany. In June 
1909, just weeks after the failed counter-revolution that sought to over- 
throw the new constitutional government, and the Armenian massacres 
throughout Adana that followed it, Kaiser Wilhelm II asked General 
Colmar von der Goltz to embark on the project of reforming the 
Ottoman army.°° Goltz had spent twelve years in Istanbul in the 1880s 
and 1890s teaching and training Ottoman officers, and he enjoyed great 
stature, even that of a hero, in Ottoman military circles.°! In Germany, he 
was considered to be the foremost authority on the Ottoman Empire, and 
was even briefly viewed by some as a potential candidate for the German 
chancellorship.°” Based on a two-month visit to Istanbul in late 1910, 
Goltz reported to the kaiser that the Ottoman army would emerge as a key 
strategic factor the moment the Anatolian and southern Syrian railway 
lines were connected. More specifically, he pointed out that if the 
Ottomans could threaten Egypt with quick troop movements to the 
border, Britain would be forced to take a more accommodating position 
on Ottoman demands and interests in the Gulf. Once the railway was 
completed, Goltz claimed, even an Ottoman military campaign against 
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India would become a realistic option. For Wilhelm II, Goltz’s highly 
optimistic assessment was not positive enough; he remarked dismally: “In 
other words, only after several years [will the Ottomans be capable of an 
alliance]! And only if the railways are completed by then.”°’ Addressing 
directly the case of a European war, Goltz summarized the Ottoman 
potential as follows: “The question as to how Turkey should be taken 
into account in the event of a general European war is no longer a remote 
one. She can be useful to us against Russia, but we do not necessarily need 
her in that quarter, since we can reach the enemy [Russia] ourselves. 
Against England, however, which is not directly within our own reach, 
her alliance could prove extremely valuable. She [Turkey] can success- 
fully strike at the British Empire in two very sensitive places [Egypt and 
India]. It is therefore in our own interest not only to look upon [Turkey’s] 
military strengthening with favor, but to support it actively as much as we 
can.”°* Until the Ottomans could stand on their own feet militarily, 
however, no German—Ottoman alliance could be signed. 

German circles agreed that the premature signing of such an alliance 
would probably meet with fervent hostility on the part of the Entente 
powers and quite possibly unleash a Europe-wide war. This consideration 
was still alive and well two years later, in mid-1912, when the Ottoman 
Empire was at war with Italy, still a formal ally of Germany and 
Austria-Hungary at that time. In a detailed report, Gerhard von Mutius, 
Botschaftsrat, or counselor, at the German embassy at Istanbul, in a 
crucial analysis, assessed the question of an Ottoman alliance. In the 
report addressed to the chancellor, Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, 
Mutius emphasized that the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire 
depended on the interests of the Great Powers, which currently did not 
favor a radical change in the status quo, such as partitioning. An Ottoman 
alliance with either Triple Alliance or the Entente would render the 
empire a protectorate rather than an ally. Such a profound restructuring 
of the international order, Mutius continued, would almost certainly lead 
to the outbreak of war. Each of the two major alliance groups had vital 
political and economic interests in the empire and was prepared to defend 
these militarily. From the German perspective, territorial partition 
remained decidedly undesirable in the face of the Entente’s stronger 
regional position: “In the event of Ottoman partition we would lose out 
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simply because of our geographic situation.” Mutius offered a reminder of 
what escalation could bring. Germany had suffered a diplomatic debacle 
in mid-1911, when France answered the arrival of a German gunboat in 
Morocco by landing troops and establishing a protectorate there by the 
next year: “A Turkey under the protectorate of another Great Power 
would be a second Morocco for us.”°° 

To Wilhelm II and his advisors, the quick fall of the Ottoman front to 
the Balkan coalition armies in late November 1912 harbored the potential 
for a general war involving all of the European Great Powers. The 
Ottoman defeat of October/November 1912 must not be underestimated, 
Goltz warned, and he argued that the Balkan states, victorious and with 
Russian backing, were now free to turn their expansionist energies against 
Austria-Hungary, Germany’s lone committed ally. Romania and Serbia, 
especially, would from now on have their eyes on Habsburg lands. The 
Central Powers’ extreme response to Serbia in July 1914, therefore, owed 
much to the events of 1912 and 1913. Goltz submitted to Wilhelm II a 
long report detailing the implications created by the outcome of the First 
Balkan War: 


As is well known, there are about two million Romanians living in Siebenbtirgen [in 
Hungary], and approximately a similar number in the Banat [partly in southern 
Hungary] and the Bukovina [in western Ukraine]. Thus, all the [Romanians] lack is 
an opportunity for an expansion of its political power. The same is true for Serbia ... 
Of the ten million Serbs that exist, only two and a half million live on the soil of the 
current [Serbian] kingdom ... Most of the remaining Serbs live within Austrian 
borders. The number of the latter, including the Serbo-Croats, can be estimated at 
six million.°° 


Goltz concluded this report by emphasizing that Germany thus had no 
choice but to “choose the moment for action ourselves, instead of having 
it imposed on us.” Germany must consider launching a “preventive war 


[Präventivkrieg].” Goltz’s report received close attention from Kaiser 
Wilhelm II as well as Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg, who met with 
Goltz in December 1912 to discuss the matter in person.°’ 

When the First Balkan War broke out in October 1912, Berlin 
had dispatched a naval squadron to the eastern Mediterranean. Following 
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the Ottoman defeats, the kaiser decided not to dissolve the squadron but to 
make it permanent, creating the Mediterranean Squadron (Mittelmeerdivision, 
or MMD). In his directive for the squadron’s establishment, the kaiser 
added that he had consulted with German “experts on Islam and its 
psyche” and concluded that an Ottoman “rebirth” could no longer be 
hoped for realistically.°° Under no circumstances, Wilhelm II noted, 
could Germany miss out on the inevitable partition, which would include 
“Turkish Asia Minor.” Hence German ships in the region would be 
essential: “We will participate in [the partition] and therefore ships are 
absolutely necessary there ... Alexandretta [Iskenderun] and Mersin [on 
the southeastern Anatolian coast] must under any circumstances remain 
in our hands and must never be left unoccupied.”°” 

Hence, the German ships the Ottoman public would celebrate in 
August 1914 as friend and protector had originally been placed near 
Ottoman waters in order to position Germany for the empire’s partition. 
During 1913-14, the German foreign office reviewed proposals with its 
two allies, Austria-Hungary and Italy, defining the manner in which Asia 
Minor might eventually be districted into their respective spheres of 
interest. They also discussed how their claims to Ottoman territory 
might best be defended in subsequent negotiations with the Entente.” 


The Russian reform proposal for eastern Anatolia 


The establishment of a Russian protectorate over the Ottoman Armenian 
population appeared a real possibility in 1878, when the tsar’s armies 
decisively defeated Ottoman forces in a nine-month-long war. In the 
aftermath of that war, St. Petersburg demanded administrative reforms 
in the Armenian-inhabited areas of eastern Anatolia that would guarantee 
the security of Armenian Christians. It also proclaimed its intention of 
occupying the region until it was satisfied that such reforms had been 
carried out. Only strong Great Power opposition prevented the Russian 
occupation of eastern Anatolia. In the preliminary peace settlement, the 
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Treaty of San Stefano signed on March 3, 1878, Article 16 had guaran- 
teed the Ottoman Armenian population protection from its Muslim 
neighbors, “les Kurdes et les Circassiens.” In the final peace settlement, 
however, signed at the Berlin Congress on July 13, 1878, Article 61 
obliged the Sublime Porte only to undertake reforms in the Armenian 
provinces and to seek periodic approval of its measures from the Great 
Powers, a much weaker measure, since the Russian army would no longer 
be there to ensure its enforcement. ’' 

The new urgency that attended the question of Ottoman territorial 
partition in 1913 resulted not only from the possibility of the Ottomans’ 
total military collapse in the Balkans, but also from renewed Russian 
pressure for reforms in the empire’s eastern provinces. ’* A Russian reform 
proposal, which was presented to the Great Powers on June 6, 1913, 
and deliberated upon during the subsequent months, provided for the 
creation of a special governorship centered in Erzurum. According to 
the proposal, the six Ottoman provinces of eastern Anatolia would be 
consolidated into a single, “Armenian” province. The administration of 
the new province would be headed by a team of two general-governors, 
nominated by the Great Powers and approved by Istanbul. The province 
would also be governed by a provincial chamber of deputies, with an equal 
number of Armenian and Muslim delegates.’* This Russian proposal 
caused grave concerns in German government circles in general, and 
the members of the Auswärtiges Amt in particular. Foreign Secretary 
Jagow saw in such a special status for the eastern provinces the area’s 
“separation from the whole,” a form of partition and Russian annexation. 
Such an outcome, without any compensation to Berlin, would be a defeat 
of the first order. ’* 
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The swift fall of the Ottoman armed forces to the attack of the Balkan 
states the previous year, however, forced Berlin to rethink its position on 
the question of partition, and Jagow began to give serious consideration to 
the Russian reform proposal. If the proposal could be expanded into 
establishing similar administrations in “the other parts of Asiatic Turkey 
as well,” then Berlin could gain from the arrangement. In other words, if 
the powers set up in concert regional administrations charged with imple- 
menting reforms in their respective spheres, the proposal on the table 
could be used as the basis for further negotiations. ’” 

Initially such regional administrations under the aegis of the powers 
could work closely with the local Ottoman institutions and officials. “It 
would certainly be significant for us,” Jagow noted, to be able to draw on 
administrative “organs in our regions of interest” at the time of Ottoman 
“liquidation.” ’° He pointed to the challenges that came with direct colo- 
nial rule: “It would be very difficult for us to simply annex large territories 
and to flood them with Prussian district officers (Landräte) and other 
administrative bodies. The French [struggled with it] in Algeria, and 
thus they preserved the Bey of Tunis and the local indigenous adminis- 
tration; that is more practical and cheaper. The model, in any case, is the 
Khedive in Egypt.”’’ Hence the establishment of a German protectorate 
(Protektorat) should be facilitated by building on local administrations and 
placing them under a German “viceroy or governor general.” ’® 

Jagow at the Auswärtiges Amt began to see in the June 1913 Russian 
proposal an opportunity to set in motion a gradual and negotiated process 
of partition and a way of precluding a sudden dismemberment in which 
the German role would be secondary. After all, with the outbreak of the 
First Balkan War in October 1912 and the weak performance of the 
Ottoman forces, the possibility of an overnight Russian occupation of 
eastern Anatolia had to be taken very seriously in Berlin. In January 
1913, Foreign Minister Sazonov had spoken openly of military interven- 
tion in eastern Anatolia: should anti-Christian violence flare up as a result 
of the hostile atmosphere created by the First Balkan War, Russian troops 
would march in.” 

Other news arriving in Berlin soured the outlook further. Wangenheim 
reported in mid-April 1913 that Russian agents had succeeded in 
mediating outstanding differences between two major Kurdish factions 
of the Lake Van region in eastern Anatolia by pledging the Russian 
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government’s support for Kurdish independence.”” Wangenheim also 
warned the Auswärtiges Amt that Russian provocateurs in eastern 
Anatolia were actively attempting to foment discord between Christian 
Armenians and Muslim Kurds: “the [Russian] purpose is to incite the 
Kurds to massacres against the Armenians in order to justify Russian 
[military] intervention.” Such alarming rumors kept German political 
and military leaders on the edge of their seat. 

When St. Petersburg redeployed its troops along the Ottoman border in 
late April 1913, Kaiser Wilhelm II interpreted this move as the first step 
towards partition: “Preparations for the partition of Turkey, which appa- 
rently is closer than thought. In Palestine and Syria a secret war for life and 
death between England and France has already begun ... We must pay 
close attention that partition does not happen without us. I will take 
Mesopotamia, Alexandretta, and Mersin! The sensible Turks are already 
awaiting this fate patiently!”°* 

Just how near a Russian occupation of eastern Anatolia appeared in 
the mind of the Russian ambassador, Giers, is evident in his telegram to 
St. Petersburg on January 13, 1914. This telegram shows that Giers, in 
contrast to Jagow, hoped to avoid a drawn-out negotiation process among 
the powers: 


[W]e have no time to lose in raising our war readiness, because the events in the Near 
East, at any moment, could take a turn which would force us to defend strongly our 
honor and our interests. One of the questions that would demand our decisive action 
is the Armenian question in the case Armenians are massacred. Through quick and 
decisive action we could then perhaps prevent a greater European involvement. But 
for such action we must be ready at the necessary moment, and we must not 
overlook that Turkey is gathering strength quickly, and that Turkey, after solving 
the [Aegean] islands question, will move its Anatolian divisions ... back to the 
eastern part of Anatolia. And, furthermore, it is of particular importance to us that 
the Turkish Black Sea Fleet will be stronger than ours by mid-year [1914], so that 
Turkey will be superior to us in terms of troop movements and coastal defense.°” 
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Very different assumptions, therefore, were governing German and 
Russian strategic planning regarding the Ottomans’ future. For Jagow 
and the kaiser, the empire had already become moribund and could not 
be saved, and thus Germany had to prepare for its impending demise. If 
it did not act, Berlin would see the Entente accrue even more power and a 
stronger strategic position in the eastern Mediterranean. For Giers and 
St. Petersburg, the Ottoman Empire was strong and getting stronger all the 
time, even to the point of threatening Russia’s position in the Near East. 

Foreign Minister Sazonov fully supported Giers’s assessment and 
passed it on to the top brass — the war minister, the navy minister, and 
the chief of the general staff. He stressed once again that the military must 
be able to take “quick and energetic steps” in eastern Anatolia in order to 
avoid the possibility of “much more serious” confrontations with any of 
the European powers.” To prepare the armed forces for such swift action 
Sazonov developed a “Program of Action” for the “suitable solution of the 
historic problem of the Straits.””” 

The Russian foreign minister even accepted the greatest military risk of 
all: “it should not be assumed that our operations against the Straits could 
proceed without a European war.” By no means was this conclusion a 
warning against such action; if it came to a general war, he added, 
St. Petersburg could count on the support of its Serbian ally, which 
would then move against Austria-Hungary.*° 

With the great power reform proposal for eastern Anatolia not yet 
finalized, key Russian decision-makers supported the idea of for- 
cing the negotiations forward with the help of military measures. 
V.A. Sukhomlinov, the war minister, together with Sazonov proposed 
mobilizing troops in the Caucasus and pushing across the border into 
Ottoman Erzurum. Quite remarkably, as far as the Russian war minister 
was concerned, eastern Anatolia had already ceased to be an integral part 
of the Ottoman Empire. Sukhomlinov’s operation plan did not consider 
the moving of troops into Erzurum Province an invasion and hence an act 
of war. Rather, he suggested the massing of Russian troops in Ottoman 
territory “in order to take up a suitable position there in the event war 
breaks out.””’ 
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On February 9, 1914, the day after the Ottoman government accepted 
and signed the Great Powers’ Armenian reform proposal, K. N. Gulkevich, 
the chargé d’affaires at the Russian embassy in Istanbul, wrote a glowing 
summary of the negotiations over the past seven months. His report also 
points to the fine line between humanitarian interventionism, on the 
one hand, and imperialist expansionism, on the other. He wrote, in a 
passage that would be deleted in a 1915 publication of the telegram: “I am 
so bold as to believe that Russia, if its historical fate leads it to 
Constantinople, will be able to rely on the 200,000-strong Armenian 
population of Constantinople in the inevitable struggle with the Greek 
element.””® The idea of using the help of Ottoman Armenians in order to 
establish Russian control over the Straits, therefore, was not far from the 
minds of Russian statesmen. 


The Ottomans in the aftermath of the Balkan Wars 


In June 1913 the Ottoman ambassador at London, Tevfik Pasha, launched 
a renewed attempt to win the foreign office over to an Anglo—Ottoman 
alliance, only to learn that the British position had not changed. At the 
foreign office, Sir Louis Mallet, soon to replace Sir Gerard Lowther as 
ambassador in Istanbul, strictly opposed engaging Tevfik’s proposal. 
Mallet stayed close to the argument employed earlier by Mutius, 
maintaining that an alliance would incur the vengeance of the other 
powers and cause a “European war.” Hence Mallet advocated interna- 
tional cooperation rather than alliance, suggesting the “participation by all 
the Great Powers in financial control [of the Ottoman Empire] and the 
application of reforms.”*” 

To the Ottomans, the First Balkan War had been another bitter lesson 
learned in the empire’s precarious international relations. The attack of 
the Balkan states in October 1912 had followed the Italian occupation of 
Tripoli in Libya (1911-12), an act of imperialism the Great Powers had 
tolerated quietly, as neither side of the alliance blocs wished to “fatally 
antagonize” Italy.” Strategic realities once again reminded Ottoman 
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decision-makers and the public alike that neither the Ottoman military 
nor the international state system was providing the empire’s security. 
Seizing the Italian attack as their opportunity, the Balkan states had 
launched a war of their own against the Ottoman Empire.’ 

From the Ottoman perspective the Great Powers had clearly applied a 
double standard to the conflict and ignored established conventions of 
international law. Just prior to the Balkan attack the powers had issued a 
collective note affirming the status quo of the Ottoman boundaries in 
Europe.” Once the Balkan allies emerged triumphant, however, the 
powers changed tack and officially recognized the Balkan states’ territorial 
gains. There was no question as to why the Great Powers had altered their 
original stance. Foreign Minister Sazonov, the initiator of the Powers’ 
declaration, openly stated that the declaration’s purpose had been to 
preclude any kind of Ottoman territorial acquisition.” The double stand- 
ard hence was hardly a veiled one, and the Ottomans were hit by yet 
another act of international humiliation. 

Unable to draw on the means of protection presented theoretically by 
the international state system, the Ottomans felt deeply the bitter pain of 
isolation. Events, moreover, continued to confirm their fears regarding 
the intentions of the Great Powers. In late October 1912, a multi-national 
fleet gathered in Istanbul, ready to occupy the city and other parts of the 
empire in the name of protecting the foreign and religious minority 
populations and their businesses. The German records, for example, 
show plans for going ashore and setting up an interim administration if 
necessary." And in London, Foreign Secretary Grey suggested making 
Istanbul an international city. That outcome was scuttled largely by 
Sazonov, who believed that the city should come under direct Russian 
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control if it did not stay Ottoman, opposing any other foreign power’s 
direct involvement in controlling the capital.” Then, in a collective note 
of January 17, 1913, the Great Powers admonished the Sublime Porte to 
halt all military activities immediately and to accept all terms imposed on 
it as a result of the war; otherwise, it risked the loss of Istanbul and perhaps 
even the empire’s Asian provinces altogether! °° 

Outraged by Grand Vezir Kamil Pasha’s willingness to engage the 
powers’ proposal, the CUP staged a bloody coup d’état the next week. 
Led by Enver and Talat, and armed with pistols, a small group of ten 
stormed the grand vezir’s chambers and forced the veteran politician to 
resign at gunpoint, shooting and killing War Minister Nazim Pasha in the 
process. The new government would be led by Mahmud Sevket Pasha, a 
brilliant general who had been war minister until July 1912. The bab-ı ali 
baskını (the Raid on the Sublime Porte), as the coup became known, was a 
clear signal that no liberal government could survive under the weight of 
such diplomatic and military defeats. Thus the Raid marked a major 
change in the political direction of the Ottoman Empire, one in which 
resolute military action, not diplomatic wavering, would dominate. 

Mahmud Sevket assumed the offices of both grand vezir and war 
minister and devoted his energies to modernizing the army and police 
corps begun by previous governments.’’ Just prior to the “Raid on the 
Sublime Porte,” Foreign Minister Noradonkyan Efendi had raised with 
Wangenheim the possibility of a German military mission headed by a 
senior officer. Throughout the first half of 1913, Mahmud Muhtar 
Pasha, the Ottoman ambassador in Berlin, secretly negotiated the 
terms of the mission. Once the Second Balkan War drew to a close, 
Kaiser Wilhelm II selected General Otto Liman von Sanders in June 
1913 as the mission’s head. Almost a year after Noradonkyan’s initial 
request, General Liman von Sanders arrived in Istanbul as the freshly 
minted President of the Reform Commission (Heyet-i Islahiye Reisi) on 
December 14, 1913.°° 
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The German military mission 


The diplomatic crisis surrounding the Liman von Sanders mission 
plunged the Great Powers into the “last conflict before the catastrophe.” 
Fearing that the mission would essentially place the Ottoman capital in 
German hands, St. Petersburg issued stern warnings even before the 
general’s arrival.”” It saw the presence of a German commander in 
Istanbul and the Straits region as a fundamental shift in the balance of 
power, a change for which Russia demanded compensation. Adequate 
compensation, Sazonov intimated, could take the form of Russian com- 
mand over Erzurum Province in eastern Anatolia, and the foreign minis- 
ter sought immediately the support of his none-too-eager counterparts in 
London and Paris for such action.'°° 

Grey warned his German colleagues that the Liman von Sanders mis- 
sion, and the Russian response it would precipitate in eastern Anatolia, 
would undoubtedly lead to Ottoman partition. Berlin proved unwilling to 
back down. Karl Max Lichnowsky, the German ambassador in London, 
explained to Grey that the mission was similar to the British naval mission 
headed by Admiral Limpus. Hence, under no circumstances ought the 
German mission be regarded as a legitimate basis for Russian claims for 
compensation. Grey, who had no desire to see the Russians in Erzurum, 
acknowledged that Limpus did indeed occupy the position of commander 
(Commander-in-Chief of the Ottoman Navy). In retrospect, Grey’s reply 
does not add up to a great deal of resistance; he argued that Limpus was 
occupying the role of his immediate predecessor, whereas Liman out- 
ranked his. Thus the mission and Liman’s appointment meant an expan- 
sion of German power, and therefore the Russian objection, Grey 
suggested, was justified. '°’ Grey’s mild interjection did little to decelerate 
the course of confrontation, however. 

As for St. Petersburg’s other ally, the French government deferred to 
Grey throughout the crisis, as it did generally in matters concerning the 
Straits and Anatolia. St. Petersburg did succeed, however, in persuading 
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the French foreign ministry to postpone a loan agreement it had all but 
settled with the Ottomans. 1°? 

The weak British reaction to the installation of Liman and the mission 
resulted partly from the expectations of upcoming British-German nego- 
tiations on a series of issues relating to their interests in the Near East. °° 
But it was also a product of considerations regarding the British naval 
mission in the empire. Limpus did, after all, exercise direct command 
over the Ottoman navy, and the mission under his direction consisted of 
no less than seventy-two British officers — the fact that the German military 
mission consisted of the same number of personnel was not missed by 
contemporary observers. The foreign office was not ready to question the 
legitimacy of its own mission, which not only exercised considerable 
influence over naval matters, but also facilitated lucrative contracts for 
British industrial concerns like Armstrong and Vickers.'°* 

Most importantly, Grey was concerned about the potential crisis that a 
harsh stance might provoke. Sazonov had requested nothing less than a 
British endorsement of his plan for occupying Trabzon and Bayazit while 
Britain and France occupied Izmir and Beirut, respectively. Grey left this 
aspect of the proposal unanswered and pointed out that neither London 
nor Paris was willing to risk war with Germany over the Liman von 
Sanders mission. Sazonov and Tsar Nicholas II, even if only for the 
moment, were evidently prepared to take that risk. In the effort to restrain 
the Russian leaders, who saw their position in the eastern Mediterranean 
weakening drastically, with the possible strangling of its trade relations — 
half of its exports passed through the Straits — both Prime Minister 
Asquith and Grey made it clear that London would remain on the side- 
lines if war broke out. Eventually Grey agreed to the presentation in 
Istanbul of a joint verbal protest in the name of the Triple Entente, a 
considerably weaker measure than Sazonov had pressed for.'°” 

Sazonov’s aggressive course was also undermined by his failure to win 
the votes of key figures in the government, such as those of the prime 
minister, V.N. Kokovtsov, and the ambassador at London, Count 
Benckendorff, who counseled diplomatic measures. Despite Sazonov’s 
threats, the Russian government as a whole was not prepared in early 1914 
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to take drastic, unilateral steps such as the military occupation of eastern 
Anatolia or the seizure of the Straits region, since such moves entailed 
risking war against one or more of the Great Powers. In a series of secret 
conferences regarding the Straits and its surrounding region, Russian 
military planners had designated a timeframe of two to three years as a 
necessary period of preparation before they could reach for the Straits and 
risk a general war.'°° This need for military preparation had prevented 
Russian decision-makers from sending troops into eastern Anatolia or 
against the Straits during the crises brought on by the Balkan Wars in 
1912/13. By strongly opposing the installation of a German command 
over the Ottoman First Army, therefore, St. Petersburg sought to under- 
mine any significant attempts at Ottoman military reform and greater 
German influence in Istanbul. Such was also the conclusion of the 
German military attaché at St. Petersburg, Bernhard von Eggeling, who 
reported that the leading circles in Russia believed further preparation was 
necessary before “all the consequences of a war with Turkey could be 
accepted.” 1°" 

In April 1914, St. Petersburg’s position was summarized in a widely 
circulated report penned by its delegate in Bucharest, S. A. Poklevskii: 
“the possession of the Dardanelles represents for Russia a question of its 
very existence [eine Lebensfrage].” The report emphasized that the Great 
Powers must reach an agreement on partition, but that until such an 
agreement could be reached the Sublime Porte had to be kept on its 
wobbly legs. Tsar Nicholas II hoped for such an international agreement 
as much as he hoped to avoid a general war. But if war did break out 
among the Great Powers, Poklevskii claimed, Russia would prove the least 
vulnerable. ‘°° 

Such pronouncements were neither stunning nor considered secret 
information, as Russian intentions had been all too well known since at 
least the Bosnian Crisis of 1908, when in response to its outcries over 
Austria-Hungary’s annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina, Austria-Hungary 
had publicized Izvolskii’s own plans to seize control of the Straits, causing 
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Russia an international embarrassment. The Russian ambassador at 
Istanbul, M. Charykov, for instance, in 1911 had made a much-discussed 
statement similar to Poklevskii’s.'°” In such a high-stakes atmosphere, 
with the Russian cards squarely on the table, the Ottomans had no doubt 
as to which of the Great Powers represented the greatest threat: Russia. 
In the end, the international crisis over the appointment of General 
Liman von Sanders to the helm of the First Army in Istanbul was resolved 
diplomatically by promoting him to the rank of marshal in the Ottoman 
army. As a result, Liman would act as general-inspector of the Ottoman 
armed forces but would not exercise actual command over any troops. 1° 


Russian challenge and Ottoman response 


In the spring of 1914, at a time when the European cabinets had begun to 
address successfully issues concerning the Near East, the Ottoman lead- 
ers stepped up their diplomatic activity. Observing an eerie calm that 
followed the turbulent days of the Liman von Sanders crisis, they worried 
that the new level of cooperation among the Great Powers could diminish 
Ottoman sovereignty even further and impede its programs for reform 
and recovery. On the surface, there appeared some reason for optimism. 
In particular, the Great Powers settled disagreements over the extension 
of the Baghdad Railway. Though anxious about greater European coop- 
eration in the Near East, the Ottomans hoped to gain finally, after years of 
deliberations, the Powers’ approval of a 4 percent increase of tariff rates on 
goods imported to the empire. But as the Baghdad Railway agreement and 
similar negotiations remained contingent on additional treaties, requiring 
the consensus of all the six powers that claimed areas of interest in the 
Near East, none of these agreements was ever ratified.''' 
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In early 1914, the Ottoman ambassador in Vienna, Htiseyin Hilmi Pasha, 
reopened efforts at a Habsburg—Ottoman alliance. He tried to convince the 
Austro-Hungarian foreign minister, Leopold Count von Berchtold, of the 
need for a formal entente between the two powers. Hüseyin Hilmi added a 
sense of urgency to the question, warning that Russia was mediating an 
alliance between Bulgaria and Serbia directed against both Istanbul and 
Vienna. Berchtold’s reply was disheartening; echoing Jagow, he maintained 
that the Sublime Porte should steer clear of any alliance and concentrate on 
its domestic issues.‘ '* 

Grand Vezir Said Halim Pasha supported these efforts from the 
Ottoman capital. He advised Pallavicini, Vienna’s ambassador, of an 
alleged Russian attempt at rapprochement with the Sublime Porte, suggest- 
ing the possibility of greater Russian influence in Istanbul. Said Halim also 
mentioned the establishment of a new society designed to promote 
“Ottoman-Russian friendship,” and he did not fail to embellish the 
society’s inaugural celebration at the chamber of deputies on March 24, 
1914.''? For the moment, however, these tactics achieved little success. 

Ottoman organizations devoted to building closer business and cultural 
ties like the Ottoman-Russian society were also established with British 
and French partners, in February and April 1914, respectively.''* The 
warming of commercial and diplomatic relations between Istanbul and 
the powers of the Entente in the spring of 1914 rested on the desperate 
Ottoman need to secure a loan from one of these governments. Without 
Entente goodwill, no such loan could be forthcoming. Moreover, any loan 
would have to be achieved with a reasonable rate of interest, and with 
relatively few strings attached in terms of how the Sublime Porte could 
spend such monies.''° 

In January 1914, with the Armenian reform proposal almost signed and 
the Liman von Sanders crisis resolved, the Russian ambassador in Paris, 
A.P. Izvolskii, suggested that the Entente’s prevailing “financial boycott” 
of the Ottoman government might now be laid aside carefully. Lest the 
Ottomans be driven into the arms of Germany, Izvolskii recommended, 
his government should signal a qualified green light to the granting of a 
French loan of 350 million francs. Of this amount, 250 million francs 
should be applied directly against outstanding debt. The balance, it 
should be stipulated, was to be spent on “absolute necessities” limited 


112 PA/AA, R 14503, Auswärtiges Amt to Bethmann Hollweg, February 15, 1914, no. 46. 

113 PA/AA, R 14503, Embassy of Austria-Hungary at Berlin to Auswärtiges Amt, March 27, 
1914. 

114 IBZI, Series I, vol. 2, Note (a) to no. 215, Giers to Sazonov, April 13, 1914, 438. 

15 IBZI, Series I, vol. 1, no. 114, Izvolskii to Sazonov, January 14, 1914, 97; and ibid., 
Series I, vol. 1, nos. 226, 288, 300, 424. 


The Ottomans within the international order 85 


to “peaceful and productive purposes.” ''° The Russian government also 
feared that Cavid Bey, the finance minister, might secure a loan, if not 
with Berlin, then with Washington.''’ Thus by April 1914 Cavid even- 
tually succeeded in negotiating the final terms of a much-needed French 
loan to be paid out in two installments.‘ *® 

Back in Istanbul, Enver, too, worked towards alliance with Austria- 
Hungary and Germany in the spring of 1914. Meeting with Wangenheim 
in early April, he falsely claimed that his government had received a 
Romanian offer for alliance, an alliance that would include Greece and 
that would be protected by the Triple Entente. The Romanian proposal, 
said Enver, provided for the return of the disputed Aegean islands, Chios 
and Mitylene. Although these offers had been on the table for the taking, 
Enver claimed, he could not trust either British or Russian intentions. 
Instead, he hoped “to supply one day a German-trained Turkish army of 
500,000 men to fight alongside the Triple Alliance” and, especially, 
Germany. ° 

In reality, no such offers, either from the Greek or the Romanian side, 
had actually existed. The Ottomans were maneuvering to raise anxiety in 
the capitals of the Central Powers about losing the empire to the Entente. 
In May 1914, Talat and İzzet Pasha, the former war minister, traveled to 
the Crimean spa town of Livadia, where Tsar Nicholas II vacationed for 
its mud baths and mineral treatments. Ostensibly, the Ottoman delega- 
tion made the trip to convey the sultan’s greetings in an act of royal 
respect.” But while the Sublime Porte had sent such delegations as a 
matter of diplomatic courtesy in previous years, the delegation of 1914 
was extraordinary because it was a summit meeting — headed by some of 
the leading Ottoman statesmen — between traditional enemies. Thus the 
1914 visit attracted a great deal of international attention and gave cause 
to speculation regarding a new direction in the relations between the two 
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powers.'”' Accompanied by Giers, the Russian ambassador, the delega- 
tion arrived in early May and remained there for about a week.” 

At Livadia, did the Ottomans proffer a military alliance to the Russians? 
And did they do so with sincerity, or was it a diplomatic ploy? There can be 
no question that Talat raised the issue of an alliance with Sazonov, but 
what were Talat’s intentions in doing so? According to Sazonov, “Talat 
uttered the word ‘alliance’ twice, upon which I responded that this ques- 
tion required, of course, further investigation, but that from this point on 
we would be willing to support a mutual improvement of our rela- 
tions.”'**? Once the delegation had departed, Sazonov informed the 
Russian ambassadors in London, Paris, and Vienna of his conversation 
with Talat. He authorized his colleagues to share the general contents of 
his discussions with the governments to which they were posted, but he 
instructed them not to mention “Talat Bey’s proposal to conclude an 
alliance with us.”'** 

Following the visit, Talat expressed his deep gratitude for the reception 
he had received in Livadia, saying he had been “deeply touched.” Talat 
then raised the issue of an alliance once again, this time with Ambassador 
Giers, arguing that it would be of the “greatest benefit” for the Ottoman 
Empire. He added quickly, however, that he realized fully that the empire 
at the moment made a weak alliance partner, and that therefore he and his 
government would first endeavor to make “the Ottoman Empire a strong 
state, entirely independent of all foreign influence.”'” In other words, 
Talat attempted to assuage Russian fears that Ottoman recovery — military, 
economic, administrative — was pointed at Russia. Then he broached the 
issue of the two battleships on order with British shipmakers and due in 
Ottoman waters by August 1914. In three months’ time, Talat went on, the 
Ottomans would be strong at sea, but despite this strength his government 
would always be reasonable in its diplomacy and conduct.'*° 

At Livadia, in a trip designed to generate Russian goodwill, Talat had 
also sought to ease Sazonov’s worries about a war with Greece and the 
subsequent closure of the Straits. Presenting Ottoman-Greek relations as 
basically repaired, he claimed that Greece had agreed to recognize the 
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Ottomans’ sovereignty over Chios and Mytilene, and that in return the 
Sublime Porte would lease the islands back to Athens for a period of 
several years. Furthermore, the two powers would form a defensive 
alliance. '*’ 

Like Enver’s, these claims were untrue. If the Ottomans hoped for such 
a resolution, it was far from a done deal. Instead, Talat, this time visiting 
Bucharest and meeting with King Carol I and Prime Minister Ion 
Bratianu, proposed an alliance to the Romanian government, a power 
close to — and in fact secretly allied with — the Central Powers. Presenting 
his case, Talat argued that a Bulgarian—Ottoman—Romanian alliance 
would not bring about but prevent war. If Greece faced such a formidable 
enemy, it would have to settle for a diplomatic solution and recognize 
Ottoman sovereignty over Chios and Mytilene. The Ottomans would not 
be bullies but grant the islands autonomy over their internal affairs and 
thus permit them the self-rule they demanded. Talat reassured the 
Romanian statesmen that the islands issue would be settled diplomati- 
cally. Diplomatic talks would be opened as soon as the English companies 
delivered the two ships and the Ottoman navy established itself as the 
superior naval power in the Aegean. Once the ships arrived, Talat posited, 
Athens would have to rethink its determination to maintain sovereignty 
over the islands by military means. The proposal was rejected out of hand. 
For the Romanians, the alliance as proposed would embolden the 
Ottomans into an aggressive stance in the Aegean. The possibility of a 
Greek-Ottoman war and the closure of the Straits to commercial traffic 
was fraught with perilous consequences not only for the Russian but also 
for the Romanian economy. Bucharest’s intelligence services already 
reported Greek plans for pre-emptive war ahead of the delivery of the 
two ships. "°S 

These attempts to put Russia and Romania at ease thus had failed 
miserably. The Romanian government stated brusquely that it would 
intervene in any land war between Greece and the Ottoman Empire. 
And because so much of Russian trade depended on unfettered access 
through the Straits, Sazonov firmly believed, the Russian government 
would have to take action even in the event of a “temporary” closure of 
the Straits. °° 
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For European statesmen in June 1914, a Greek-Ottoman war, just as 
the two Balkan Wars had done before it, continued to raise the specter of a 
European, if not worldwide, war. Writing to Prime Minister Bratianu just 
two weeks prior to the assassination of Franz Ferdinand, Sazonov warned 
that a Balkan conflict could also pull in Austria-Hungary and Russia. In 
a letter to Tsar Nicholas II, Sazonov stressed once again that Russia would 
have to take military action against Austria-Hungary should “Austria 
be willing to attack Serbia — be it because of the Albanian question or 
some other pretense — in order to substantially weaken the [Serbian] 
kingdom.”!*° 

In addition to its diplomatic efforts to prevent Ottoman restrengthening 
by working through the Great Powers, the Russian government also 
sought to undermine the empire by interfering directly in its domestic 
affairs. Since many of these projects were organized covertly, only some 
instances of such operations have been recorded in the regular Russian 
diplomatic correspondence. St. Peterburg, for example, financed the 
political opponents of the Said Halim Pasha government and organized 
these into “secret bureaus.”'*! In April 1914, the Russian government 
also worked with and financed the Kurdish leader Abdürrezak Bedirhan, 
under whose direction an Armenian-Kurdish organization was founded 
with the purpose of uniting the Armenian and Kurdish populations in an 
effort to challenge the Ottoman government.” 

Following the Ottoman delegation’s visit to Livadia, the Russian gover- 
nor for the Caucasus region, Prince I.I. Vorontsov-Dashkov, elabo- 
rated on this policy further. He argued for the need to pay “great 
attention” to the Kurdish population and to provide it with “energetic 
support,” so that “in this way it would be possible to unite the Kurds 
inside Turkey into a power factor, which could form a very serious 
counterweight against the further development of Turkey’s military and 
political strength.”’*®* The contrast to the view from Berlin could not be 
clearer. St. Petersburg’s anxiety resulted from an Ottoman Empire that 
was becoming stronger, whereas for Berlin the fear went in the opposite 
direction. Berlin worried that the empire was becoming enfeebled and 
thus susceptible to partition, a partition in which Germany would get little 
more than a few crumbs. For Russia, the moment for seizing on these 
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preparations would arrive in August 1914, when Russian forces in north- 
ern Persia were poised to arm Kurdish groups there.‘ ** 

The CUP leaders certainly engaged in the same game, and they sought 
to pave the way for rebellions led by Russian Muslims against the tsar’s 
government. Even if the much grander aims of rising Muslim populations 
in all of the colonial territories of the Entente from North Africa to India to 
Central Asia were never seriously undertaken, inciting the Muslims of the 
adjacent Caucasus proved much more feasible. These duties would be 
discharged by the “Caucasus Desk” of the Teşkilat-ı Mahsusa, the Special 
Organization formed in 1913 or 1914 charged with covert operations. °° 

In May 1914, however, a rosier picture still belied this atmosphere of 
mobilization between Istanbul and St. Petersburg, and the Ottoman 
government sought to take advantage of this leverage. In Vienna, 
Berchtold’s trepidation about the reportedly friendly relations between 
the Sublime Porte and St. Petersburg grew considerably during this 
period. He also feared an Ottoman—Romanian alliance under Russian 
aegis, such as the one broached by Enver and Talat. Such an alliance, as 
Berchtold worried, would bolster Romanian claims on its nationals living 
inside Habsburg borders.'*° Berchtold discussed the issue Ambassador 
Hilmi Pasha, and reiterated that it had been Austria-Hungary, after 
all, that had supported the Ottomans during the recent Balkan Wars, 
while Russia had sided with their enemies. Hilmi responded, ever so 
diplomatically, that his government pursued friendly relations with all 
the Great Powers.'*’ The apparent Ottoman-Russian rapprochement, 
however, caused near panic in Vienna, and in May 1914 Berchtold even 
considered pre-empting the possibility of an Ottoman—Russian alignment 
by proposing the final partitioning of the Ottoman Empire in which 
Istanbul and the Straits would go to St. Petersburg!'*® 

As the Ottoman dance for alliance gained momentum, Ambassador 
Wangenheim advised supporting the creation of a small triple alliance of 
Bulgaria, the Ottoman Empire, and Romania under the protection of the 
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Triple Alliance. The Ottomans certainly would have embraced such a 
combination, but it never proved workable since Bucharest and Sofia 
could not resolve their mutual antagonism after the Second Balkan 
War. °° 

Throughout spring 1914, the empire cultivated friendly diplomatic 
relations with the Entente. The delegation visiting Livadia in May 1914 
was one significant manifestation of this policy, and the trip to France by 
the navy minister, Cemal Pasha, in July 1914, yet another. Once the 
consensus took shape after the First World War that joining the Central 
Powers had been a terrible mistake, historians emphasized these Ottoman 
attempts at forming alliances with the Entente. Only when the Sublime 
Porte’s offers to the Entente powers were rebuffed, they argued, were the 
Ottomans compelled to join the Central Powers.'*° But, in the case of 
Cemal, it remains unclear whether he ever put forth such an offer. True, 
he claimed to have done so in his memoirs published shortly after the war, 
in 1920.'*! But no evidence of the offer has been found in the French 
records.'** Nor was Talat’s offer, if it was an offer, made with any clarity, 
leaving Sazonov guessing as to the nature of the proposal.'*’ 

Until the Ottoman defeats in the First Balkan War, Germany strove 
towards the gradual establishment of a protectorate over the Ottoman 
Empire. It was clear to Berlin that this process could under no circum- 
stances be rushed, as the German position in the Near East was inferior to 
that of the Entente. The establishment of a protectorate had to be con- 
sidered in the long term. For the short term, Berlin pursued a policy of 
defending Ottoman territorial integrity, a policy that became increasingly 
untenable in 1913 after the empire’s catastrophic defeats at the hands of 
the Balkan states. At that point, Berlin’s thinking necessarily included the 
possibility of extending direct control, and the Auswärtiges Amt held 
negotiations with Germany’s allies, Austria-Hungary and Italy, on the 
subject of Ottoman partition. While the Ottomans were certainly not 
blind to German ambitions, Russia’s stated intention to seize the Straits 
region was an insurmountable obstacle to real cooperation with 
St. Petersburg, or with Russia’s allies, Britain and France. The latter 
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powers supported Russian policy by turning down Ottoman requests for 
loans and diplomatic agreements, thereby contributing further to the 
Ottomans’ sense of isolation. This Anglo-French attitude, moreover, 
served only to solidify Ottoman apprehension of these powers’ intentions 
towards them. 

The German declaration of war on Russia, on August 1, 1914, 
unleashed the events that would become the First World War. During 
the period of Ottoman neutrality, declared on August 3 and effective until 
the Ottoman entry in the final days of October 1914, relations between the 
Ottomans and the Entente deteriorated steadily as the German presence 
in the Ottoman capital grew. That the Sublime Porte signed an alliance 
with Germany on August 2 without ever even sounding out the British on 
a possible Anglo-Ottoman alliance reflected Ottoman calculations and 
sensibilities. The Ottoman leaders had lost hope of achieving Ottoman 
sovereignty and independence through cooperation with Britain. 
Examination of the British archival records, moreover, has shown that 
the Foreign Office hardly fought to pull the Ottomans to the side of the 
Entente. Although London did not learn of the secret German—Ottoman 
alliance until the Ottomans entered the war, the arrival of the German 
warships, the SMS Goeben and the SMS Breslau, in Istanbul on August 10, 
must have signaled to the British that the Ottomans would definitely side 
with the Central Powers. This impression, moreover, must have deepened 
further when the members of the British naval mission, headed by 
Rear-Admiral Limpus, were taken off the ships and reassigned to desk 
jobs in the Ottoman navy ministry as early as August 15.'** 

Nevertheless, despite the clear position taken by both sides, contact 
between London and Istanbul continued. In response to a note by 
Winston Churchill, the first sea lord, advising neutrality, Enver Pasha 
promised that the Ottomans would cooperate with Britain under the 
following condition. He demanded that the British government pay gen- 
erous compensation to the Ottoman navy, which had been deprived of 
two British-manufactured warships, the Sultan Osman and the Reşadiye, 
promised by the end of July 1914. Churchill replied that such payments 
would be made only if the Goeben and the Breslau, the two German men- 
of-war that had escaped the Mediterranean navies of the Entente and 
entered the Straits, left Ottoman waters permanently. Similar exchanges 
followed. Meeting with the British ambassador, Cemal Pasha claimed that 
the Porte would join the Entente powers if the latter consented to the 
abolition of the capitulations and agreed not to interfere in the empire’s 
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internal affairs. Again, little came of the proposal, and the British inaction 
illustrates “that by the end of August the Foreign Office was pretty sure 
that the Porte’s entry into the war [on the side of the Central Powers] was 
inevitable.”'*° 

It was quite likely that the Ottoman leaders were none too surprised 
about the aloof attitude of the Entente. Their suspicion of the Entente’s 
ultimate designs on Ottoman territory was confirmed, if confirmation 
were needed, by an intercepted telegram written by the Russian ambassa- 
dor. On August 6, four days prior to the arrival of the two German 
battleships, Giers wrote to St. Petersburg: 


I believe that Turkey, and maybe also Bulgaria, will go with us. [Turkey] fears 
German defeat but wishes to get some real gain out of the current war. Although 
I somewhat mistrust [Turkey], I do not think we can push her away, since that 
would mean pushing her into the arms of our enemies. The formation of a Balkan 
league, which includes Turkey, can be to our advantage only to that point in time 
when circumstances permit our own firm entrance into the Straits. I therefore dare 
to express the viewpoint that it would be desirable to continue negotiations with 
the [Sublime] Porte concerning a possible understanding between us.'”° 


As they read this document, the Ottoman leaders knew that they faced 
once again the threat that Russia posed to the empire’s very existence. 
Neutrality, now that Europe was in flames, was no longer a viable option 
in the Ottomans’ relations with the European powers. Rather, the 
Ottoman leaders believed that the empire’s long-term security and eco- 
nomic development could be achieved only through an alliance with 
Berlin. 
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4 The Great War as great opportunity: the 
Ottoman July Crisis 





As European armies took to the battlefields in early August 1914, 
Ottoman statesmen achieved a major diplomatic victory by forming a 
defensive alliance with the Great Power of their choice. The German 
Empire was widely considered to possess the best and strongest of the 
European land armies and the only one that might defend the empire 
against Russian designs on the Straits and eastern Anatolia. Ottoman 
statesmen, moreover, hoped that the war would be a short one and that 
the alliance, good until 1918 and renewable beyond that, would usher in a 
new period of relative Ottoman security during which the empire could be 
consolidated and its institutions modernized without fear of external 
threats. Once the Ottomans secured the alliance with Berlin, however, 
they found themselves engaged in a delicate balancing act. Hoping for 
a swift conclusion of the war, the Ottomans intended to enjoy the benefits 
of their Great Power alliance in peacetime without active military 
intervention. 


German-Ottoman alliance negotiations during 
the July Crisis 


In the weeks following the assassination of Franz Ferdinand and his wife 
Sophie in Sarajevo on June 28, 1914, the Habsburg government enlisted 
international support for sharp action against Serbia. Vienna saw in 
Istanbul’s cooperation an invaluable instrument for influencing the poli- 
cies of its Balkan neighbors, Bulgaria and Romania. Bulgarian support 
could prove crucial to Austria-Hungary because Bulgaria was in a position 
to open a second front against the Serbian army.’ If the Ottomans joined 
the Entente, however, Bulgaria would be left facing enemies on all sides 
and could not be expected to carry out offensive operations. Thus Foreign 
Minister Berchtold instructed his ambassador in Berlin to prod the 
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Auswartiges Amt towards a formal alignment with the Ottoman Empire. 
On July 14, 1914, Ladislaus Count von Szögyeny, Vienna’s ambassador 
in Berlin, proposed to Foreign Secretary Jagow that the Ottomans be 
linked to the Central Powers. Jagow rejected Szögyeny’s proposal on the 
spot. The question of an Ottoman alliance was by no means a new one. 
Jagow summarized the German position on this question in two points. 
First, the Ottomans did not possess the military or political capacity “to 
take an aggressive stance against Russia” and thus had to be considered “a 
passive factor”: an Ottoman alliance was destined to remain fruitless in 
any effort to counter Russian influence in the Balkans. Second, Jagow 
continued, the Triple Alliance was in no position to defend the empire’s 
borders in eastern Anatolia against the Russian army, a provision 
Ottoman diplomats were certain to include in the terms of an alliance. 
These two reasons alone, according to Jagow, rendered pointless the 
pursuit of such an alliance.’ 

The position Jagow laid out was consistent with long-standing German 
policy towards the Near East, and reports from Istanbul gave him little 
reason to change course. The two individuals positioned best to appraise 
the Porte’s potential as a German ally were General Otto Liman von 
Sanders, head of the military mission, and Ambassador Baron Hans von 
Wangenheim. Both Liman and Wangenheim felt the empire had little to 
contribute as an ally in either diplomatic or military terms. On the con- 
trary, they stated, the empire would undoubtedly prove a dangerous 
liability for any of its partners.’ It was on the basis of these reports from 
Istanbul that Jagow turned down Vienna’s proposal for an Ottoman 
alliance of mid-July 1914.* 

Vienna engaged in these efforts to bring the Ottomans into the fold of 
the Central Powers because, as we have seen, it hoped to gain the support, 
or at least the neutrality, of the Balkan states, especially Bulgaria, during 
the July Crisis. Bulgarian-Ottoman cooperation, moreover, seemed 
increasingly plausible. Both states considered Russia their enemy and 
hence sought the support of Russia’s rivals, the Central Powers. Despite 
the recent war between them, Bulgarian and Ottoman forces had been 
fighting alongside one another since the Second Balkan War in an unde- 
clared war against Serbian troops in the disputed region of Macedonia. 
Since the Treaty of Bucharest of August 1913, Bulgarian—Ottoman trade 
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relations had been growing steadily.’ Yet if the Ottomans remained interna- 
tionally isolated, Berchtold feared, they might drift into the Russian camp 
after all and pull Bucharest and Sofia along with them, thereby substantially 
weakening Vienna’s strategic position in the Balkans. Hence Berchtold had 
not only instructed Szögyeny to push the Ottoman alliance in Berlin but 
also assigned Pallavicini, the ambassador in Istanbul, to sound out the 
Sublime Porte for its willingness. Pallavicini’s subsequent activity rekindled 
the Ottoman hopes of joining the Triple Alliance and putting an end to the 
international vulnerability that so preoccupied the Ottoman statesmen. 

It is difficult to say to what extent Pallavicini disclosed to Grand Vezir 
Said Halim Vienna’s attempts to promote an Ottoman alliance in Berlin. 
Pallavicini must have provided sufficient clues, however, for immediately 
after the grand vezir reopened the subject of an alliance with the German 
ambassador. Meeting with Wangenheim on July 15 or 16, Said Halim 
restated the Porte’s strong desire to break out of diplomatic isolation. He 
expressed his hope for an alliance between Bulgaria, Romania, and the 
Ottoman Empire under the protection of the Triple Alliance. Thus the 
grand vezir employed the crisis between Austria-Hungary and Serbia as a 
lever, seeking to nudge the Triple Alliance into accepting the Ottomans 
under its umbrella of security.° 

A rejection, Said Halim suggested, could force the Ottomans into an 
alliance with Greece, a combination of grave concern to Austria-Hungary’s 
position in the Balkans, as it would free Athens from the dangers of an 
Ottoman attack and allow it to support Serbia’s stance against the 
Habsburgs. Pointing to an upcoming meeting in Brussels with the Greek 
prime minister, Eleutherios Venizelos, Said Halim exploited this fear fur- 
ther and claimed that Greece now appeared conciliatory on the issue of the 
Aegean islands. But, if forced to choose between the alliance with Bulgaria 
and Romania, on the one hand, and the islands, on the other, the Porte 
would opt for the alliance. The islands could be ceded to Greece, the grand 
vezir alleged, if the “complete removal of the Greek population from the 
Anatolian coast could be carried out first.” Wangenheim was unimpressed: 
a Greek-Ottoman conciliation seemed highly unlikely to him. He sent on 
the grand vezir’s remarks to Berlin without further comment, as his negative 
views on the subject of an Ottoman alliance were well known there.’ 
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On July 18, when Pallavicini set out to win Wangenheim towards an 
Ottoman alliance, the baron reported to Berlin that during the current 
crisis Pallavicini “hopes for the rescue of Austria less as the result of any 
energetic action on the part of his government [against Serbia] than 
through the arrangement of new alliances, and [Pallavicini] would like 
therefore to attach [the Sublime Porte] to Austria through Bulgaria. 
I oppose this idea most emphatically. [Turkey] is today without any 
question still worthless as an ally. She would only be a burden to her 
associates, without being able to offer them the slightest advantage ... 
[Turkey] can only be advised to keep away from every political adventure 
and to maintain friendly relations with all nations.” Wangenheim was 
thus repeating the German position that Jagow had conveyed to the 
Austro-Hungarian ambassador at Berlin, Szögyeny, just four days earlier. 
Yet although Said Halim’s advances received little favor in Berlin, 
Ottoman statesmen continued to press for an alliance with the Triple 
Alliance. If the Ottomans also perceived potential dangers in an alliance 
with Germany, the sources remain silent on this point. It is certain, 
however, that they harbored long-standing fears of a Russian attack, 
both on Istanbul and eastern Anatolia, and that they saw in the July 
Crisis an opportunity to address this threat head on. Thus, when Vienna 
was searching for international support during the July Crisis, Ottoman 
leaders were eager to provide it. Said Halim, Enver, and Talat expressed 
their hopes to Pallavicini that Vienna would take swift action against 
Serbia and they pledged their steadfast support for that event. They also 
claimed that Bulgaria and Romania would follow suit and likewise rally 
behind Vienna.” 

On July 22, Enver Pasha continued the Ottoman pursuit for alliance. ° 
He disputed Wangenheim’s argument that the empire should steer clear 
of all alliances and concentrate solely on “military and administrative 
reorganization,” as the ambassador had put it. Enver tried to persuade 
Wangenheim that no satisfactory reorganization of the empire could ever 
be accomplished without adequate international security. This view was 
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not simply his personal opinion, he explained, but represented the firm 
position of the CUP. According to Enver, the Ottoman leaders were 
committed to aligning with one or the other of the two Great Power 
blocs during the current crisis. A minority in the CUP hoped for closer 
ties to France and Russia, while the majority looked to the Triple Alliance. 
The speaker of the chamber of deputies, Halil Bey, Said Halim, Talat, and 
Enver himself controlled the majority, he claimed. Yet only decisive 
action on the part of Germany and its partners could save the Ottomans 
from becoming the “vassals of Russia,”'' an image he hoped would set off 
alarm bells in Berlin. 

Lest he appear to be threatening, however, Enver promised to meet 
Berlin halfway. Like Said Halim, he told Wangenheim that the cabinet 
was aware of the empire’s current inability to take its place as a full 
member in a Great Power formation such as the Triple Alliance. He 
explained that the cabinet, therefore, wished only to form a “secondary 
alliance” with a smaller power under the protection of one of the two 
Great Power blocs. The alternatives were, on the one hand, an alliance 
with Bulgaria linked to the Triple Alliance, and, on the other hand, an 
alliance with Greece linked to the Triple Entente. An arrangement of this 
kind would put the armies and resources of not one but two smaller 
powers at the chosen alliance’s disposal. Enver went on to say that the 
cabinet preferred an alliance with Bulgaria backed by the Central Powers. 
But if the Central Powers turned down their request, the Ottoman leaders 
would have no choice but to turn to the Entente.'* Such talk certainly did 
not appear as a mere bluff to Berlin. Wangenheim had already reported 
that Britain and France actively sought a Greek-Ottoman alliance and 
that the probable outcome of such an alliance would be Greek support for 
Serbia in the event of war.'? 

Enver reminded the ambassador that recent attempts to conclude a 
Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance had faltered only for lack of the Central 
Powers’ support. The Sarajevo assassination and the subsequent crisis, 
however, now had altered the international landscape entirely. At this 
point, his government could not simply await the outbreak of a third 
Balkan war without taking measures to defend itself. Alluding to military 
imperatives, Enver explained that Ottoman military preparations would 
begin immediately; with neighboring armies mobilized, his country could 
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not trust that its neutrality would be respected. If the Central Powers 
disregarded these concerns once again, he reiterated, the empire would 
find itself forced to pursue Entente protection through the alliance with 
Greece. Wangenheim tried to change Enver’s mind. He warned that the 
Ottomans would not benefit from joining the Triple Alliance, because it 
would bring them into open conflict with Russia. It would also cut off the 
empire from its main financial creditor, France, and dash any hopes for 
the empire’s economic recovery. Moreover, a treaty with Germany would 
render eastern Anatolia the weakest strategic point of the entire Triple 
Alliance formation. Enver persisted, however, intimating that, if turned 
away, his government would have no choice but to approach the powers of 
the Entente.'* Evidently, Enver was confident enough in Ottoman mili- 
tary capacity to play its part in a German alliance, and he held firm against 
Wangenheim’s warning about the danger of Russia. A key aspiration, after 
all, was to use the German alliance to deal with long-standing Russian 
designs on Ottoman territory. This calculation was not entirely off the 
mark; future events proved that the Ottomans did indeed have the military 
strength to fight for four long years. 

Wangenheim’s report about his conversation with Enver on July 22, 
which reached Berlin the following day, made a deep impression on 
Kaiser Wilhelm II. The German emperor agreed with Enver’s proposition 
that the ongoing crisis called for careful reconsideration of all standing 
policy. The Ottoman cabinet appeared resolved to side with the Entente if 
Berlin turned down its alliance proposal. Such a scenario would abruptly 
end two and a half decades of German investments and efforts to gain a 
sphere of dominance in the Near East, a horrifying picture the kaiser could 
not accept. Wilhelm II brushed aside Wangenheim’s misgivings and his 
argument that the Ottoman Empire should stay out of any possible war 
and focus solely on its internal affairs. Wilhelm II noted: “Theoretically 
correct, but at the present moment wrong! The thing to do now is to get 
hold of every gun in readiness in the Balkans to shoot for Austria, and 
so a Turkish-Bulgarian alliance connected with Austria may well be 
accepted! ... That is better in any case than driving Turkey into the arms 
of the Triple Entente by theoretical scruples.”'” By the time the kaiser’s 
instructions reached Istanbul,'° Grand Vezir Said Halim Pasha, in a 
meeting with Wangenheim, had raised the stakes and now pressed 
urgently for Berlin’s immediate decision. Said Halim revealed that 
Vienna’s ambassador had implored him not to conclude an alliance with 
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Greece. He explained to Wangenheim that the Porte would gladly follow 
this plea but that it required a formal defensive alliance against Russia with 
Berlin or Vienna. Although Wangenheim continued to caution the 
Auswärtiges Amt against an alliance, he also conceded that the Ottoman 
Empire could side with the Entente if its proposal were rejected. '’ 

Thus Said Halim and Enver had seized on the July Crisis as an oppor- 
tunity to break out of the prolonged diplomatic isolation that had seemed 
like the mournful prelude to the empire’s dismemberment. On July 24, 
when the kaiser received Wangenheim’s telegram reporting his discussion 
with Enver, he wired an urgent reply to Istanbul the same night. The 
emperor was unequivocal: “Wangenheim must express himself to the 
Turks in regard to a connection with the Triple Alliance with unmistak- 
ably plain compliance, and receive their [requests] and report them! 
Under no circumstances can we afford to turn them away. A refusal or a 
snub would amount to her going over to Russo-Gallia, and our influence 
would be gone once and for all!”'® 

Wangenheim conveyed the kaiser’s reaction to the grand vezir, and 
shortly thereafter, on July 27, Said Halim summoned Wangenheim and 
presented the terms of a “secret short-term German—Ottoman alliance 
directed against Russia.” Said Halim would later claim that by “short- 
term” he had meant a duration of seven years, underscoring the Ottoman 
concern for long-term security. The casus foederis would become operative 
if Russia attacked either of the two signatory powers, or Germany’s ally 
Austria-Hungary. The treaty would also be activated if Germany or a 
member of the Triple Alliance attacked Russia, a clause that was removed 
from the final version of the treaty, signed on August 2, by which point 
most of the treaty’s terms had been overtaken by events. Instead, the 
German negotiators called for, and their Ottoman counterparts promised, 
immediate Ottoman action. Furthermore, Said Halim assured 
Wangenheim that the Porte did not expect protection against any power 
other than Russia. The treaty stipulated that in the event of war the 
German military mission would remain in the Ottoman Empire; the 
officers would take over the empire’s general command as well as 
the direct command of one quarter of its troops. Berlin, therefore, could 
hope realistically to exercise military control over the entire Near East, 
save Egypt. Said Halim asked that all further negotiations be conducted in 


17 PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, July 23, 1914, no. 364. Also in 
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marginalia, see PA/AA, R 1913, Jagow to Wilhelm, July 24, 1914, no. 122, and Kautsky, 
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the strictest secrecy, insisting that even his colleagues in the cabinet as well 
as his ambassador at Berlin, Mahmud Muhtar Pasha, be excluded from 
the negotiations.'” Throughout these talks of July 23-27, 1914, 
Wangenheim evidently became even less anxious about the possibility 
that the Ottomans, if rebuffed, would join the other side. Still opposing 
the alliance, he suggested to the Auswärtiges Amt that the Ottomans, if 
turned down, would probably seek an alliance with Bulgaria without 
Triple Alliance protection rather than go over to the Entente.”° 

Kaiser Wilhelm II was not about to take that risk. On July 28 Chancellor 
Bethmann Hollweg conveyed the kaiser’s strong support for the grand 
vezir’s proposal, and he instructed the baron to begin final negotiations 
based on a draft Bethmann had included. The secret agreement was to 
include the following five provisions. Point 1 called for both parties to 
maintain strict neutrality during the current crisis between Austria- 
Hungary and Serbia. Point 2 required the Ottoman Empire to take up 
arms against Russia if Russia attacked Austria-Hungary and thereby 
required Germany to enter the conflict on Austria-Hungary’s side. Point 
3 provided for the Liman mission to remain in the empire in the event of 
war and stipulated that the actual Ottoman high command be placed at 
the disposal of the military mission if the Porte entered the war. Point 4 
stated that Germany committed itself to defend all current Ottoman 
territorial possessions against encroachments by Russia. Point 5, the 
only point the grand vezir would reject, limited the duration of the treaty 
to the duration of the current crisis between Austria-Hungary and 
Serbia.*' This final point, to Said Halim, defeated the very purpose of 
the alliance, and it illustrated the difference between German and 
Ottoman strategy behind the treaty. Berlin thought of the alliance as a 
way to gain the upper hand during the July Crisis, while Istanbul perceived 
it as the road to long-term security by deterring attacks on the Ottoman 
Empire. 

The grand vezir, therefore, immediately rejected Point 5 with the 
explanation that the “end” of the current conflict was not something 
that could ever be positively fixed. He also argued that Point 5 was 
unacceptable in any case because after the current crisis the empire 
would be left to face the wrath of the Triple Entente for having supported 
the Central Powers. When he had spoken of a “short-term” agreement, 
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Said Halim explained, he had meant a seven-year treaty that would serve 
as a first step towards a long-term treaty. Thus he was willing to consent to 
a treaty running for the same duration as General Liman’s contract, that 
is, until late 1918.” The Auswärtiges Amt accepted the grand vezir’s 
amendment and recommended to Bethmann the immediate conclusion 
of an alliance effective until the end of 1918. Bethmann minuted in the 
margin: “Please notify grand vezir immediately that we accept duration of 
the treaty until 1918 as wished by the Porte, and that we are ready for 
immediate conclusion of the treaty.” On July 31, the Ottoman leaders 
kept up the pressure by venting their anxiety about the imminence of a 
Russian attack to Wangenheim. If a German-Ottoman alliance was not 
concluded right away, they might have no choice but to pre-empt the 
Russian attack by siding with the Entente. Wangenheim wrote that “[i]f 
we want to conclude with the Ottomans, it is high time to do so now. 
Otherwise we might have 300,000 Ottoman [troops] against rather than 
with us. General Liman has begun to doubt that the Ottoman Empire will 
declare itself for Germany.””* 

Said Halim and Enver had persuaded Berlin to sign an alliance treaty 
with the Ottoman Empire by suggesting they would otherwise be forced to 
side with the Entente. Their success was no doubt aided by Kaiser 
Wilhelm II’s own vision of a worldwide Muslim revolution that would 
be inspired by the Ottoman sultan-caliph, orchestrated by Enver Pasha, 
and staged by the millions of colonized Muslim subjects in the empires of 
the Entente, from Morocco to India to Central Asia. Crucial to the 
Ottoman diplomatic achievement, however, was not the promise of an 
Islamic revolution but the promise of immediate, and substantial, military 
operations. 

Throughout the German—Ottoman negotiations, Said Halim sought to 
put at ease the Entente’s representatives in the capital. Meeting with 
Giers, he assured the Russian ambassador that the Porte would do every- 
thing in its power to stay out of the conflict embroiling Austria-Hungary 
and Serbia. Giers was not holding his breath; he surmised that the 
Ottomans would enter the war at the first opportunity for making gains, 
be it on the side of the Triple Alliance or on the side of the Triple 


22 PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, July 30, 1914, no. 385. Bethmann’s 
marginalia are dated July 31, 1914. The text of the telegram, without Bethmann’s margin- 
alia, is reproduced in Kautsky, Outbreak, no. 411. 

23 PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, July 30, 1914, no. 385. Also in 
Kautsky, Outbreak, no. 411; PA/AA, R 1913, Bethmann to Wangenheim, July 31, 1914, 
no. 290. 

24 PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, July 31, 1914, no. 392. Also in 
Kautsky, Outbreak, no. 517. 


102 The Ottoman Road to War in 1914 


Entente.” Giers was an experienced and insightful diplomat, and he 
immediately saw Austria-Hungary’s harsh ultimatum for what it was: an 
effort to reverse Serbia’s triumphs of the Balkan Wars. Giers supported 
strong Russian backing for Serbia. If Austria-Hungary emerged from the 
crisis victorious over Serbia, the entire Balkan peninsula would henceforth 
be dominated by the Central Powers. Such a shift would also pull in the 
Ottomans. To prevent such an outcome, Giers went so far as to suggest 
pre-emptive Russian action against its Ottoman neighbor. Germany and 
Austria-Hungary’s success in the Balkans “will create such an unaccept- 
able situation for us that the time is perhaps no longer distant when we 
ourselves, in order to find a way out, must take the initiative of war upon 
ourselves.” Thus Giers saw an “urgent and absolute necessity to 
strengthen our Black Sea Fleet as rapidly as possible and to put our land 
forces into full combat readiness, so that the moment of our action, which 
could appear any time, does not surprise us and find us unprepared.””° 
Had the Goeben and the Breslau not arrived in the Straits on August 10, 
providing for the defense of Istanbul, might the Russian Black Sea Fleet 
have made a grab for the Ottoman capital and the Straits region? 


The signing of the German-Ottoman alliance, 
August 2, 1914 


On August 1, 1914, Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg sent final authorization 
to his ambassador for the signing of a treaty of alliance with the Ottoman 
Empire. Bethmann included a single new condition. He instructed 
Wangenheim to sign the treaty only if the Ottoman forces would undertake 
significant military operations immediately, as Germany was declaring war 
on Russia the same day. To ascertain the extent of Ottoman military 
strength, Wangenheim was to consult Liman von Sanders and act accord- 
ing to the general’s recommendation. “If General Liman is convinced,” 
Bethmann wrote, “that in the event of war with Russia Turkey will take 
direct and significant action for us, Your Excellency is authorized to 
conclude the alliance treaty effective until 1918 with clause regarding 
extension.””’ 

Wangenheim went to work immediately, meeting with both Liman and 
Enver. The two military leaders determined that the empire was able and 
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willing to field an army against Russia, and Wangenheim acceded to their 
assessment.” In his report, the ambassador summarized the discussion in 
some detail. At the meeting, Liman had acknowledged that the precise 
form of Ottoman intervention turned on the course of action chosen by 
Bulgaria and Romania. If Bulgaria did not join the Central Powers, then 
the role of the Ottoman army would be to keep Bulgaria neutral. This 
caveat became crucial in the following weeks, as Bulgaria remained unde- 
cided and Berlin insisted on Ottoman entry nonetheless. According to 
Wangenheim, Liman and Enver agreed that the further concentration of 
troops along the Anatolian border with Russia would amount to little. 
Russia would not be sufficiently threatened by such forces, and thus 
would not draw away additional troops from the European theater. For 
Liman, Ottoman action needed to exert a direct impact on the eastern 
front of the war in Europe, where Russia was fighting Germany and 
Austria-Hungary. “Everything depends on the Ottoman forces attacking 
at the vital point,” Wangenheim wrote about the military deliberations.”” 
Such an attack on Russia could be launched only by way of Bulgaria and 
Romania, or an attack by sea. 

The meeting between Liman and Enver on August 1 also opens a 
fascinating window on the famous story of the two German ships, the 
SMS Goeben and SMS Breslau, which escaped the hot pursuit of an 
Anglo-French fleet across the eastern Mediterranean. Wangenheim’s 
report reveals that it was Enver Pasha who requested that the two warships 
join the Ottoman fleet in Istanbul, a request the German ambassador 
supported.” On August 3, Cemil Bey, the Ottoman military attaché in 
Berlin, had already informed Enver that he had learned from the 
Auswärtiges Amt “very confidentially” that Kaiser Wilhelm II might 
agree to send the Goeben to Istanbul and, subsequently, to send it “along- 
side the Ottoman navy into the Black Sea.”’' Wangenheim underscored 
the importance of Enver’s request: “With the Goeben, even a landing on 
Russian territory would be possible. Romania and Bulgaria would at the 
same time be protected against a Russian invasion.” Asked once again to 
evaluate Ottoman willingness to enter the war, Wangenheim replied that 
the Porte was ready to commit troops against Russia. The ambassador 
based his opinion on “the views of the Comité [the Committee of Union 
and Progress, the effective force behind the government] and the 
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important ministers.” He qualified his assessment only slightly: “I cannot, 
of course, accept any responsibility for what the Ottoman Empire would 
do if the Triple Alliance was decisively defeated,” but, he concluded, “I 
am in agreement with Liman, and I find that the requirements for signing 
the treaty are fulfilled. I will therefore probably sign today.”’” He added 
that Liman had informed him about an understanding with Enver accord- 
ing to which “actual Ottoman military command” would be transferred to 
the officers of the German military mission.*’ Despite some personal 
misgivings about the alliance and Ottoman military capacity, the ambas- 
sador signed the alliance on August 2, 1914: “Alliance treaty signed this 
afternoon at four o’clock. Text to follow. Wangenheim.”** Shortly there- 
after, Liman issued orders for mobilization to the seventy-one members of 
the German military mission in Istanbul.” 

Berlin had signed the alliance treaty in exchange for an Ottoman pledge 
to stage significant military operations against either Russia or British-held 
Egypt more or less immediately. The individual making the pledge was 
War Minister Enver Pasha, and throughout the following three months he 
would repeat the promise on several occasions. Over the same period, 
however, he would also provide explanations to his German allies as to 
why such immediate entry could not yet be realized. 


Alliance and mobilization 


With the Habsburg declaration of war on Serbia on July 28, 1914, Enver 
had taken a number of military measures even before the signing of the 
German alliance. He had ordered detachments from the First Army 
Corps to the northern end of the Bosporus, at Midhat Ciftligi and 
Zekeriya Köyü. Additional units were to be armed and replenished with 
reserves to meet wartime requirements, and torpedo boats were to ready 
for action at the northern end of the Bosporus.*° Enver issued mobiliza- 
tion orders on August 1, with August 3 as the first day of mobilization.’ 
The cabinet endorsed Enver’s mobilization orders the next day, on 
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August 2,°° and Sultan Mehmed Reşad V issued an imperial decree 
authorizing the cabinet’s decision.’ In the Black Sea, the Russian navy 
stopped and searched Ottoman ships on August 3, but during the follow- 
ing weeks it stayed clear of Ottoman vessels and was sighted only occa- 
sionally, at points off the coast at Ereğli and Sinop.*° The cabinet declared 
martial law,*’ and it prorogued the Ottoman legislative body, the chamber 
of deputies. *” 

With the alliance in place, Enver expanded his powers as commander- 
in-chief.*’ He informed the grand vezir of the establishment of a General 
Headquarters on August 2, the day the alliance was signed. The new 
office, headed by Enver, would henceforth carry out several of the respon- 
sibilities formerly discharged by various ministries of the government. 
Among the most far-reaching of these duties was the handling of corre- 
spondence with foreign states, which became subject to approval by 
General Headquarters when not conducted by it directly.** 

From Berlin, Military Attaché Cemil Bey reported meetings with Chief 
of the General Staff Moltke and War Minister Erich von Falkenhayn. For 
now, Cemil Bey had good news. According to his German colleagues, 
Greece would not actively support Serbia, and Romania would “definitely” 
join the Central Powers, eventually. Russia had withdrawn an army corps 
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from the Caucasus to the European theater. In addition, Berlin was sending 
munitions for the Ottoman army.” 

Ottoman military planners also hoped to reinforce the navy with 
Austro-Hungarian and German ships. On August 3, Enver asked the 
grand vezir to place such a request through the German and Habsburg 
embassies: “In order to prepare for war, the Ottoman army is in definite 
need of a great number of vessels in addition to Ottoman vessels. Therefore, 
the Austro-Hungarian and German embassies shall be contacted for the use 
of their vessels currently in Ottoman waters and the Sea of Marmara for the 
purpose of transporting Ottoman troops.”“° In a “very confidential and 
urgent note,” Enver instructed the commander of the southern Dardanelles 
to permit entry into the Straits to any “German and Austro-Hungarian 
warship.”’’ Any such ships admitted into the Straits were authorized to 
proceed northward towards the capital.*® 

On August 8 Ahmed Resid Bey, the foreign ministry’s political affairs 
director, informed the grand vezir that the German embassy had author- 
ized all but three of the German vessels currently in Ottoman waters to be 
handed over to military authorities.*” Vienna was less obliging, stating 
simply that no Austro-Hungarian vessels were available for Ottoman 
mobilization efforts at the time.” 

Aided by the provisions of martial law, Enver sought to concentrate the 
government’s executive powers in the office of General Headquarters. 
Said Halim nevertheless attempted to counter Enver’s grip on power by 
demanding that all important decisions taken by General Headquarters 
still be submitted to deliberation by the full cabinet. The ensuing tension 
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is reflected in the correspondence between the commander-in-chief and 
the grand vezir. On August 3, without consulting the cabinet or the grand 
vezir, Enver ordered the immediate closure and mining of the southern 
end of the Dardanelles (Bahr-i Sefid), and the northern end of the 
Bosporus (Bahr-i Siyah),’' leaving only secret passages for friendly 
vessels.” 

Since the Berlin Congress of 1878, international law had effectively 
closed the Straits to all non-Ottoman military vessels. The Straits consist 
of two narrow waterways, separated by the Sea of Marmara. The northern 
one, the Bosporus, connects the Sea of Marmara to the Black Sea. The 
southern one, the Dardanelles, connects the Sea of Marmara with the 
Aegean and the Mediterranean seas. Merchant vessels of any flag, how- 
ever, were guaranteed free passage through the Straits.” As we have seen, 
Russian industrialization and modernization depended on the hard cur- 
rency that agricultural exports brought to the country, as 90 percent of 
Russia’s grain trade and a full 50 percent of all its exports made their way 
to market via the Black Sea and the Straits.” The closure of the Straits 
thus posed a profound threat to the Russian economy. By August 5, the 
Straits had been mined.” When Said Halim questioned Enver’s orders, 
the war minister retorted that, as commander-in-chief, he was authorized 
to close the Straits at any time upon his personal judgement. ° Said Halim 
objected, insisting that something as significant as the closure of the 
Straits, other than in the event of war, remained a question to be deter- 
mined only by a comprehensive cabinet decision.”’ After all, the decision 
to close the Straits entirely was bound to have a profound impact on 
Ottoman relations with Russia, which would consider it a provocation 
on the part of an ostensibly neutral power. 
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Nevertheless, Said Halim put a good face on a bad situation, explaining 
to the Russian ambassador that it was indeed the cabinet that had decided 
both on the declaration of strict neutrality and on the mining of the 
Bosporus and the Dardanelles with passage-ways open to friendly merchant 
ships. For his part, Giers ascribed the mining of the Straits to the scheming 
of the German military mission, and he regarded it as evidence of a German 
plan to drag the Ottomans into war. Giers warned St. Petersburg that the 
Russian Black Sea Fleet must not engage in any activity that might be 
interpreted as hostile. Otherwise, according to Giers, the Ottomans might 
panic and close the Straits completely, or worse, take action against Russian 
forces.°® 

Once the war was afoot, Enver ordered the requisitioning of foreign, 
mainly Russian, merchandise docked in Ottoman ports, including 
Russian oil and foodstuffs. Not only the Russian embassy,” but initially 
even the Ottoman foreign ministry objected.°? The navy ministry, too, 
disclaimed any responsibility for these seizures, stating that it had not 
requisitioned any freight belonging to foreign companies.°' Nor was the 
war ministry technically responsible. It was Enver’s commissions for war 
tax (teklif-i harb komisyonları), a special wartime agency, that had carried 
out the seizures.°* Enver claimed such measures were prescribed by 
Ottoman law and were thus perfectly legitimate under the present state 
of mobilization and extraordinary circumstances.’ Talat, at the interior 
ministry, took a similar position." Enver argued that foreigners living in 
the empire were subject to “war taxes in order to secure our homeland’s 
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defense [müdafaa-ı vatanin selametini temin igin]” — never mind that the 
Ottomans had not yet declared war. Enver added that “the duties and 
sacrifices required [by war] do not apply only to Ottoman citizens,” but 
to the entire population, citizens and non-citizens alike.°° Soon thereafter, 
the cabinet concurred with Enver’s argument and ruled legitimate the 
collection war taxes from non-Ottoman citizens for the sake of the nation’s 
security. In its deliberation of the question, the cabinet pointed to similar 
policies implemented by the Entente governments in recent days.°° 

These Ottoman requisitions had been most heavily influenced by the 
British decision on August 1 to confiscate the warships Sultan Osman and 
Resadiye, ships that the Porte had ordered and paid for. In fact, in late July a 
crew had arrived in London with the intention of taking charge of the ships 
and piloting them back to Istanbul. Whereas Enver responded with con- 
fiscations of his own, as we have seen, Navy Minister Cemal Pasha initially, 
on August 4, favored responding with a diplomatic protest, demanding 
return of the full amount paid, 5 million Ottoman pounds, plus 1 million 
Ottoman pounds in damages.°’ (Later, as we shall see, Berlin granted the 
Porte a loan of over 5 million Ottoman pounds as the final incentive for 
intervention.) The cabinet had endorsed Cemal’s proposal and passed a 
formal decision to that effect,” but Enver’s unilateral action effectively 
overrode the cabinet’s decision. The Russian government responded to 
the requisitions by detaining Ottoman citizens in Russian ports and pre- 
venting them from returning to the empire; in Batum over a thousand 
Ottomans awaited permission to leave the country.°” The Ottoman govern- 
ment also worried about its ships in Mediterranean ports, exposed to attack 
by British naval forces. As early as August 9, the Porte issued warnings to 
the commanders to take precautions for the safety of their vessels since “the 
possibility of war with England is not unlikely.” "° 
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Like Wangenheim, General Liman von Sanders also reported on the 
signing of the alliance and its prospects. Writing General Helmuth von 
Moltke, the chief of the general staff, about his meeting with Enver on 
August 1, he outlined exactly what the war minister had promised in 
military terms. One hundred and twenty thousand troops would be 
massed at Edirne for joint action with Bulgarian forces against Russia. 
These troops would be ready for action on the thirtieth day of mobiliza- 
tion, that is, on September 1. Romania’s support for such an operation 
would be essential, however, as a joint Bulgarian—Ottoman campaign 
against Russia would have to cross Romanian territory. A second 
Ottoman army of 90,000 troops would be massed south of Edirne for 
action against either Greece or Russia. This second army required sixty 
days of mobilization to get ready. Five further Ottoman divisions would be 
headquartered along the Ottoman-Russian border in eastern Anatolia. ’! 


The arrival of the SMS Goeben and the SMS Breslau 


The events on the western front were yet to unfold when Enver made the 
request that became one of the war’s most notorious episodes: the dispatch 
of the German battleship SMS Goeben to Istanbul. Like Wangenheim, 
Liman supported Enver’s request and on August 2 wrote to Berlin that 
the “transfer of the Goeben is highly desired here to bring the very passive 
Ottoman fleet to action and to paralyze the Russian Black Sea Fleet. A free 
hand in the Black Sea is of the greatest importance for all operations [on 
land] .”’? The German navy ministry granted Liman’s request immediately, 
informing the Goeben’s captain, Admiral Wilhelm Souchon, of the new 
alliance by radio and instructing him to go to Istanbul right away.” 
Meanwhile, the news of an ostensibly secret German-Ottoman alliance 
reached St. Petersburg with remarkable speed. Already on August 2, at 9.08 
a.m., Commander of the Russian Naval Forces in the Black Sea Eberhardt 
informed his navy ministry: “From an intercepted telegram. Turkey has 
declared full mobilization and has joined our enemies.”’* 

On the eve of the war, the Russian Black Sea Fleet was still considered 
superior to the Ottoman navy, but Istanbul had been rebuilding its naval 
forces and catching up rapidly. It had added two German warships of an 
older model to its fleet in 1910 and ordered two dreadnoughts from 
British companies in August 1911, with a delivery time of three years. 
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Russian military leaders were alarmed, and they warned of the grave 
dangers that resulted from losing mastery over the Black Sea. Persuaded, 
the Duma authorized the launching of a naval program in June 1912 that 
provided for a major expansion of the naval forces in the Black Sea. The 
expansion was premised on the formula to afford the Russian fleet superi- 
ority one and a half times that of the Ottoman fleet.’° 

The signing of the German-Ottoman alliance on August 2 followed the 
Austro-Hungarian declaration of war on Serbia on July 28 and the 
German declaration of war on Russia on August 1. Liman pressed 
Enver for immediate and active contribution to the Central Powers’ war 
efforts. Fully aware that no Ottoman forces were ready for battle and that 
both the German and the Austro-Hungarian ambassadors actually 
opposed entry at this point, Enver claimed to support Liman’s call for 
immediate intervention nonetheless. This was a mere gesture; Enver did 
not yet issue any orders for an attack. Unable to see through Enver’s 
intentions, Wangenheim wrote to Berlin that “Enver and Liman want to 
declare war on Russia immediately in order to confiscate three valuable 
Russian steamers with wireless equipment here [in Istanbul]. The grand 
vezir and I are opposed to it.” Continuing to advise against intervention 
himself, the German ambassador pointed to the incomplete state of 
mobilization. He also reminded the Auswärtiges Amt that Sofia had not 
yet committed itself to action, and he speculated that if the Ottomans 
declared war, Britain would confiscate the warship Sultan Osman, already 
behind its scheduled delivery date of August 1, and a second warship, the 
Reşadiye, to be delivered shortly thereafter. The baron concluded that, in 
any event, German headquarters should instruct Liman right away 
whether to take military action. That same day, on August 3, the Porte 
declared its armed neutrality during the current war.’° Almost immedi- 
ately after the Ottomans learned that the two British ships were being 
confiscated, news reached the capital that the Greek government had 
succeeded in purchasing two battleships from the United States, the 
USS Idaho and the USS Mississippi, which were transferred to the Greek 
navy and renamed Kilkis and Limnos,” pouring salt on the wound created 
by the British action. 
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Despite their eager embrace of the German alliance, the Ottoman 
leaders were intent on postponing intervention for as long as possible. 
Initially they succeeded in doing so mainly by exploiting Berlin’s fears of 
their defection to the Entente side. In playing this game, they also received 
support from Ambassador Wangenheim. Unlike Liman and the 
Auswartiges Amt, Wangenheim believed that intervention would not 
benefit Germany. He did not have much faith in the Ottoman military — 
not an unreasonable view given its performance in the Balkan Wars — and 
thus he thought it would not be able to hold its own in battle against the 
forces of a Great Power. Berlin read the situation differently. Foreign 
Secretary Jagow warned Wangenheim on August 4 that Britain was on 
the verge of declaring war on Germany and that an immediate Ottoman 
declaration of war on Russia seemed necessary for that reason alone. 
Jagow feared that the British entry into the war could propel Istanbul 
into the camp of the Entente.’® 

The Ottomans, and Said Halim in particular, fueled these fears in the 
attempt to strengthen their bargaining power vis-à-vis Germany. Meeting 
with Wangenheim on August 4, Said Halim alluded to friendly assurances 
held out to his government by Maurice Bompard, the French ambassa- 
dor, and Giers, his Russian counterpart. The grand vezir assured 
Wangenheim that his government was not considering seriously such 
approaches, especially since they stipulated the dismissal of the German 
military mission. Said Halim also mentioned that Giers appeared to 
believe in the authenticity of the Ottoman statement of neutrality, 
announced the previous day, August 3. Having sufficiently rattled the 
German ambassador — by speaking of Entente-courting and evoking the 
dismissal of the Liman mission — Said Halim made an urgent case for 
maintaining the appearance of armed neutrality. Without it, according to 
the grand vezir, both the use of the Black Sea fleet and mobilization efforts 
more generally would be severely undermined.’” These remarks, 
intended for an audience in Berlin, were the result of astute calculation; 
they mollified the German objections to the Porte’s declaration of neutral- 
ity. At the same time, Said Halim assured his allies that he put the alliance 
with Germany ahead of all other diplomatic considerations. 

Thus Said Halim made it clear to Berlin that at the heart of the 
Entente’s demands stood the removal of the German military mission. 
This point was intended to restrain General Liman von Sanders, whose 
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continued, and increasingly angry, insistence on immediate intervention 
had become difficult to manage. In fact, the general would eventually go 
so far as to request the military mission’s recall over the issue of continued 
Ottoman neutrality.°° The grand vezir hoped his comments would lead 
Berlin to urge patience on Liman. The general’s rash conduct in dealing 
with the Ottoman authorities, Berlin had reason to assume, might con- 
vince Said Halim to grant Liman his wish and dismiss the mission after all. 
With the mission out of Istanbul, the empire would be free to take up 
Bompard and Giers on their promises of Entente protection. Instead, Said 
Halim implied, Berlin ought to consider, and appreciate, the benefits of 
Ottoman neutrality.°' The grand vezir’s tactics worked, and Berlin 
instructed Liman to exercise patience and to respect Ottoman neutrality 
for the time being. 

For Said Halim and his colleagues the gravity of the situation intensified 
after the arrival of a cable from Tevfik Pasha, the Ottoman ambassador at 
London, on 4 August. Jagow’s alarm as to the potential effect of a British 
entry into the war had not been amiss. Tevfik now reported that London 
had ordered general mobilization and that it was joining its allies in the 
fight against the Central Powers.” With the Goeben steaming for the 
Dardanelles it would be difficult to preserve neutrality once the German 
ships joined the Ottoman navy. Said Halim informed Wangenheim that 
the squadron led by the Goeben, whose dispatch had been requested by 
Enver and Said Halim on August 1, would not be permitted to enter the 
Straits until an alliance treaty had been signed with Bulgaria. Whether 
Said Halim was acting on his own accord, and undercutting Enver, 
remains unknown. With the Entente in hot pursuit of the Goeben, the 
grand vezir used that critical moment to bring about a decision in Sofia. 
He explained to Wangenheim that the prolonged uncertainty about 
Bulgaria’s course of action made it impossible for the Sublime Porte to 
admit the squadron into the Straits. Hostile powers might regard the entry 
of the ships as the end of Ottoman neutrality. It could offer the pretext, for 
example, for a Bulgarian attack from Thrace backed by Russia. Sofia had 
evaded alliance negotiations, Said Halim fumed, despite Pallavicini’s full 
assurances that it would join the Central Powers, and thus it could not be 
fully trusted. The grand vezir now demanded that Berlin force Sofia’s 
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hand. Otherwise, his government would have no choice but to suspect 
foul play and to prepare for a Bulgarian attack as soon as the German ships 
arrived. The grand vezir also admonished Wangenheim for Romanian 
fence-sitting; the Bucharest government, too, had not been open to 
alliance negotiations as the grand vezir had been led to expect by Berlin. 
Short of a Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance, Said Halim told Wangenheim, he 
could not support all the articles of the alliance with Germany, and 
he would have to resign as a consequence. Finally, he promised to authorize 
the ships’ entry into the Straits as soon as a Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance 
was signed.” Quite clearly, then, Said Halim, sought to exploit the July 
Crisis for maximum effect. He not only pursued the alliance with Germany, 
through which the Ottomans hoped to gain international security after the 
war, but also a Balkan alliance to secure the empire’s western borders that 
had been the site of such devastating wars so recently. 

The Ottoman excuse for not allowing the German ships’ entry was a 
plausible one. Both Wangenheim and Pallavicini endorsed Said Halim’s 
insistence on the Bulgarian guarantee. The German ambassador wired the 
Auswärtiges Amt that the ships’ entry into the Straits would be seen as an 
Ottoman declaration of war on the Entente, and that therefore it was more 
than reasonable for Istanbul to insist on the Bulgarian alliance prior to 
allowing entry to the ships. If Sofia could not be won over, Wangenheim 
suggested in cold calculation, Berlin should promise the Ottomans terri- 
torial gains in Bulgarian Thrace.** 

Yet the Ottoman excuse was no more than that. As we shall see, there is 
evidence that the Sublime Porte itself sought to prevent the conclusion of 
a Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance, as both powers preferred to stay out of the 
war while preserving their association with the Central Powers. 

On August 10, the German squadron did enter the Straits — without, 
however, a Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance or the grand vezir’s resignation.*” 
Said Halim had asked Wangenheim for a midnight meeting, around 1 a.m. 
on August 6, in order to discuss the situation of the portless ships outside 
the Straits. The grand vezir explained that the cabinet had held an 
extensive meeting — although no records of this meeting on the evening 
of August 5 have turned up in the papers of the cabinet, the 
Meclis-i Vükelä, and it is unlikely that all cabinet members were privy to 
it - and had “unanimously” decided to allow the ships into the Straits 
under the following six conditions: 
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(1) Germany must support the abrogation of the capitulations. 

(2) Germany must support Ottoman negotiations with Bulgaria and 
Romania and must see to it that the Ottoman Empire receive its fair 
share when dividing war spoils with Bulgaria. 

(3) Germany must not conclude any peace until all Ottoman territory 
had been liberated from enemy occupation resulting from the current 
war.” 

(4) In the case of Greek intervention and Greek defeat, Germany must 
support the return of the Aegean islands to the Ottoman Empire. 

(5) Germany must secure a small border change in eastern Anatolia that 
would allow for direct contact with the Russian Muslims there. 

(6) Germany must procure appropriate reparations to be paid to the 
Ottoman Empire. 

Wangenheim accepted the new demands, reasoning that doing so would 

be binding only in the event that Germany gained “absolute control over 

European affairs” at the end of the war.” Shortly after his meeting with 

Said Halim, Wangenheim saw Enver, who took personal and full credit 

for the cabinet’s decision; whether Wangenheim felt gratitude is doubtful, 

however. Enver requested that the squadron enter the Dardanelles early in 
the morning, remain in the Sea of Marmara, and then proceed through the 

Bosporus at dusk.*® 
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During the first few days following the signing of the German—Ottoman 
alliance, Ottoman statesmen had managed to stay out of the war without 
jeopardizing the alliance. At the same time, the German government, 
through the chief of the military mission, General Liman von Sanders, 
had pressed the Ottoman leaders for an immediate declaration of war on 
Russia. Liman was told that intervention, despite Enver’s stated commit- 
ment to it, was impossible for the moment because of the military’s unreadi- 
ness and the uncertainty surrounding Bulgaria’s course of action. Said 
Halim pledged his good faith, and he proposed a four-power defensive 
alliance consisting of Bulgaria, Greece, the Ottoman Empire, and 
Romania. He suggested that Germany’s mediation would be necessary for 
its conclusion, and that the outcome would be a neutral bloc in the Balkans 
completely isolating Serbia.” From Istanbul’s view, this scenario offered 
the Ottomans security within the international system without intervention, 
a strategic objective that would remain elusive over the next few months. 

From Berlin’s view, the defensive nature of such an alliance would be of 
little help, and it would also ignore the terms of the alliance signed on 
August 2. The Auswärtiges Amt considered the Balkan proposal to be 
largely unachievable and, if achievable at all, an extremely time-consuming 
and complicated undertaking since it required satisfying the competing 
territorial demands of each state.”” Perplexed by these suggestions, 
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg urged: “The Ottoman Empire and 
Bulgaria must be made to take immediate action against Russia or Serbia. 
Therefore, the four-way alliance [between Bulgaria, Greece, the Ottoman 
Empire, and Romania] based on neutrality is unacceptable.” 

Said Halim summoned Wangenheim once again to discuss the future 
status of the Goeben and the Breslau. According to the grand vezir, his 
government had accepted the great likelihood of an Entente declaration of 
war following the ships’ arrival. Said Halim and his colleagues had taken 
this risk in the expectation of a Bulgarian alliance. Now that Bulgaria 
might strike not with but against the empire, however, the German ships 
would have to be either disarmed or sold to the Ottomans, he argued. He 
would therefore announce the purchase of the two ships the next day, on 
August 11. Finally, the ships would not be permitted to go into the Black 
Sea until Bulgaria had declared itself openly for the Central Powers.”” 
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Only with great difficulty and immense cost would Berlin eventually 
be able to overcome Ottoman procrastination. For the next several 
weeks, the Porte continued to point to incomplete mobilization and 
Bulgarian uncertainty as justifications for its non-intervention. As we 
have seen, both of these issues had been discussed at length during the 
meeting between Enver, Liman, and Wangenheim on August 1, 1914. 
Its fierce efforts notwithstanding, the German government proved 
unable to bring about a Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance.” It had, however, 
granted Enver’s request for naval support in hopes that the two warships 
would dislodge the Ottomans out of their neutrality. Bethmann wrote to 
Wangenheim: 


The Goeben must enter the Dardanelles right away and must not be in danger of 
being disarmed there. [Arrival and continued armed condition of the Goeben] will 
render Ottoman neutrality untenable. The Ottoman government should not 
worry about English threats. The English fleet in the Mediterranean is not suffi- 
cient to force the Dardanelles. The Goeben was called for by the Ottoman govern- 
ment and [the Goeben] has put itself in grave danger to answer this call.°* 


The chancellor was certainly correct in pointing out that the Ottomans 
themselves had called for the Goeben. For the Porte, the danger now lay in 
the possibility that their newly won ally might pack up and abandon the 
alliance altogether. This fear was not unfounded. In fact, Berlin sent 
instructions to Admiral Souchon, the commander of the Goeben and the 
Breslau, to act unilaterally and break out into the Black Sea or into the 
Aegean should Ottoman support for action not be forthcoming. It was a 
sign of Berlin’s desperation that it considered such an enterprise, even as a 
much less preferred fallback position.” 

It must be asked whether the German warships altered the military 
balance of powers. Did the dispatch of the Goeben and the Breslau to 
Istanbul give the German-Ottoman forces naval superiority in the Black 
Sea? Although the battlecruiser Goeben enjoyed the status of most power- 
ful single battleship in both the eastern Mediterranean and the Black Sea, 
no German-Ottoman combination possessed the strength to engage 
Entente forces in a major sea battle in either body of water. While the 
two German ships were speedier than any enemy formation, the threat 
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they posed consisted primarily of hit-and-run operations and their ability 
to disengage from unpromising naval encounters.”° 

The Porte’s efforts to resist the German pressure to enter the war, as we 
have seen, were aided by none other than Ambassador Wangenheim him- 
self. On August 14, he warned his colleagues in Berlin that the Goeben’s 
excursion into the Black Sea would precipitate an Entente attack on the 
Straits, a campaign that, according to Admiral Souchon, the squadron’s 
commander — and contrary to Bethmann’s wire — stood a reasonable chance 
of success. Evidently the Ottomans had requested the ships to fortify their 
naval capacity and to strengthen defensive positions at the Straits, but they 
were not eager to use the Goeben and the Breslau to open hostilities against 
Russia at this point. Wangenheim also reminded Berlin that the Ottoman 
public had celebrated the “purchase” of the German ships as a major 
victory, and therefore he advocated playing along with the Ottoman conceit 
that the ships had been properly bought. He advised that the ships should 
not enter the Black Sea until the Dardanelles were completely secured.’ 
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5 Tug of war: Penelope’s game 





So by day she [Penelope] would weave at her great and growing web - by 
night, by the light of torches set beside her, she would unravel all she’d 
done. Three whole years she deceived us blind, seduced us with this 
scheme. 

Homer, The Odyssey, Book II 


In mid-August, Military Attaché Cemil Bey reported that Berlin had 
begun to consider extreme measures for bringing Bulgaria and Romania 
into the war. He had been assured by foreign ministry officials that once 
the Ottomans took the field, Bulgaria and Romania were certain to follow. 
Berlin held King Ferdinand personally responsible for Bulgaria’s inac- 
tion, and Cemil even learned of discussions within the Auswärtiges Amt 
about assassinating the Bulgarian monarch.’ Enver instructed Cemil to 
convey once again the reasons why the Ottomans could not yet take up 
active intervention. First, mobilization remained incomplete, and on 
those grounds alone a forward move now would only backfire and impair 
the Central Powers’ overall war efforts. Second, the departure of the 
Goeben and the Breslau from the Straits for action in the Black Sea 
would thrust not only the Straits but also the capital into grave danger, 
and it would also prematurely subject eastern Anatolia to a Russian attack 
from the Caucasus. Enver concluded that Bulgaria should take up arms 
first and at least march against Serbia; to this end Enver would send a 
special envoy that same day to Sofia to get the ball rolling.” Enver’s 
message must have had a confusing effect in Berlin, for the argument 
itself was muddled. If indeed Ottoman mobilization remained incomplete 
and the Straits were insufficiently protected against an Entente naval 
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attack, how would these serious problems be resolved by a Bulgarian attack 
on Serbia? 

While Berlin called for a favorable decision in Sofia, Bulgarian- 
Ottoman negotiations were underway in Istanbul as well. Interior Minister 
Talat Bey and Navy Minister Cemal Pasha led these negotiations, and 
Enver and Said Halim also met with the Bulgarian representative, Andrei 
Toshev. To shore up Bulgarian confidence, both German and Ottoman 
negotiators revealed the existence of the secret German—Ottoman alli- 
ance to their Bulgarian counterparts. These attempts to persuade Sofia 
to join the Central Powers failed, however. After a week of Bulgarian- 
Ottoman negotiations the two sides agreed, on August 15, on the basic 
terms for a defensive alliance, one that also provided for Romanian 
participation. These terms of the treaty, which failed to call for joint 
offensive operations by the signatories, could only have been a major 
disappointment for Berlin.” 

The defensive nature ofthe alliance was by no means accidental: Cemal 
and Talat had suggested to Toshev that the two sides should prolong the 
negotiation process and thereby preserve their mutual neutrality until 
the outcome of the war became more predictable. And Grand Vezir 
Said Halim communicated this policy of joint neutrality directly to 
Prime Minister Radoslavov, who agreed fully.” The Ottoman representa- 
tive in Sofia, moreover, was not instructed to work towards a Bulgarian— 
Ottoman agreement, though he might have been briefed about the 
negotiations with Toshev subsequently. Instead, he denied the existence 
of a German—Ottoman alliance and told his Bulgarian colleagues that his 
government intended to maintain its policy of neutrality.” 

As a result of the alliance, Bulgarian leaders could put aside fears of an 
Ottoman attack for the time being and feel somewhat secure in their 
declared neutrality. The option of joining the Entente presented consid- 
erable obstacles for the Bulgarians, who sought the annexation of Serbian 
territory in Macedonia and Romanian territory along the western Black 
Sea coast, and who hoped to secure their disputed possession of the 
Mediterranean coast. The Entente could have won Bulgarian support 
only in exchange for substantial territorial promises, promises that 
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would have necessarily been made at the expense of Greece, Romania, 
and Serbia.° 

That such Entente promises were never entirely out of the question was 
certainly appreciated in Istanbul, and thus the possibility of a Bulgarian 
attack on eastern Thrace was never fully ruled out. Ahmed Resid, the 
foreign ministry’s political director, kept military leaders informed regard- 
ing a possible Bulgarian attack on Ottoman Thrace. Even after the signing 
of the defensive treaty with Bulgaria on August 19, Ahmed Resid cau- 
tioned about the possibility of Bulgarian-Serbian collaboration against 
Ottoman positions. According to recent intelligence, he reported, Serbia 
was promising the Bulgarian government territorial gains in eastern 
Macedonia in exchange for neutrality. For this reason, he explained, 
Bulgaria was keeping only a limited number of troops on the border 
with Serbia. Ahmed Resid grimly concluded that all military measures 
must be in place to confront a potential Bulgarian attack.’ Such warnings 
were certainly justified, not only because of recent experience in the First 
Balkan War but also because Sofia found itself under considerable pres- 
sure for armed intervention from both the Central Powers and the 
Entente, and, in particular, from Russia.® 

Ali Fethi Bey, the Ottoman ambassador in Sofia, reported a similarly 
pessimistic appraisal directly to Enver Pasha. In unequivocal language, 
more than six weeks prior to the German—Ottoman attack on Russian 
positions in the Black Sea, the ambassador stressed his “complete agree- 
ment” with Enver’s view that “everything must be done to destroy and 
annihilate the Triple Entente.”’ But bringing Sofia into the war on the 
side of the Ottoman Empire and its allies, Ali Fethi believed, would prove 
difficult and perhaps even impossible. For Bulgaria to march with the 
Ottomans against the Serbs, the French Army first must be defeated 
entirely, and even the Russian Army partially: without these military 
successes on the part of the Central Powers, Bulgarian action remained 
“outside the realm of possibilities.” 1° 
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And even though Mustafa Kemal, the military attaché in Sofia (and the 
future president of the Turkish Republic), reported on August 19 that 
according to the Bulgarian war minister his country would declare mobi- 
lization within the next three days and attack Serbia, Bulgarian and 
Ottoman diplomats had effectively already decided against such action.'' 
And so, less than a week later, Mustafa Kemal reported from Sofia that 
“since the signing [of the defensive treaty between us] there has not been a 
single indication that the war minister’s statement regarding the probable 
attack on Serbia will be implemented.” While he continued to urge for 
Bulgarian action against Serbia, according to his instructions, he 
expressed doubts that Sofia would go to arms before waiting out the 
confrontation between the French and German armies on the western 
front.” 

Even after the Bulgarian—Ottoman alliance of August 19, the Radoslavov 
government continued to walk a tightrope between the Entente and the 
Central Powers. Sofia’s foreign policy objectives, in the main, remained 
what they had been since 1878: the unification of ethnic Bulgarians 
through the creation of a Greater Bulgaria that encompassed all of 
Macedonia, Dobruja on the western Black Sea, and eastern Thrace 
including Edirne/Adrianople. These aims could not easily be satisfied by 
joining either of the blocs, since possession of Macedonia and Dobruja 
conflicted with the interests of Greece and Serbia and designs on eastern 
Thrace meant designs on the Ottoman Empire. For that reason, the 
Radoslavov government secretly promised both alliance blocs benevolent 
neutrality in exchange for territorial concessions. By mid-1915, this tactic 
would begin to falter, and Bulgarian neutrality proved insufficient to 
achieve territorial expansion. Despite advanced negotiations with the 
Entente, Sofia was ultimately moved to action by the Central Powers’ 
victories at Gallipoli and on the eastern front. Its aims, it now decided, 
could be satisfied only through joining the Central Powers. On September 
6, 1915, Bulgaria signed a five-year alliance treaty with the Central 
Powers, and Bulgarian troops engaged Serbian armies on October 11, 
1915, almost a full year after Ottoman intervention. '’ 

Said Halim, acting in conjunction with Enver and Talat, was directly 
involved in the negotiations with Sofia. During the week of meetings with 
Toshev in Istanbul, he sent word to Prime Minister Radoslavov 
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suggesting that the alliance be postponed until Sofia had concluded a 
satisfactory agreement with Romania.'* The grand vezir also sent a copy 
of the draft agreement to Wangenheim on August 15, and Enver and Talat 
visited the German ambassador that same afternoon to mollify the 
expected reaction. They knew full well that the Germans had hoped for 
a joint Bulgarian—Ottoman military offensive. Enver and Talat, in a piece 
of theater, complained about the document, claiming that the terms of the 
draft were the most they could squeeze out of Toshev. They also claimed 
that they had sought an agreement for joint offensive action. Enver and 
Talat pretended to mistrust Toshev and explained that they were so out- 
raged about the defensive nature of the agreement that they themselves 
would travel to Sofia immediately. Thus, in their meeting with the ambas- 
sador, they formally registered their commitment to the German—Ottoman 
alliance and their strong support for intervention. Wangenheim sent word 
to that effect to Berlin: 


{Enver and Talat will travel to Sofia] and negotiate with the Bulgarian government 
directly. They said they would use threats in order to get the Bulgarians to strike 
immediately against the Serbs. [They would use threats] because the Ottoman 
Empire does not want to be told that it did not do everything in its power to fulfill 
its obligations towards Germany. They said the [Ottoman] government was 
earnestly contemplating a strike against Russia as soon as possible. 17 


In other words, Enver and Talat claimed that they, as well as the entire 
cabinet, were ready for military intervention and that they were working 
eagerly towards removing the final obstacle, the uncertainty of Bulgaria’s 
course of action. This claim, however, as we have seen, was insincere and 
served to hide the Ottoman preference for continued armed neutrality. 
The same day, Enver attempted to capitalize on these assurances and 
requested armaments from the German manufacturer Krupp through 
General Liman von Sanders, to be delivered without cash payment.’° 

As for Wangenheim, the ambassador had opposed the alliance with the 
Ottoman Empire from the beginning on the grounds that the empire was 
militarily too weak to be of any value to the Central Powers. It was ironic, 
therefore, that he was instructed to sign the alliance treaty on condition 
that the empire be capable of launching operations and making a 
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significant military contribution. Against his own better judgement, he 
had signed on the basis of Liman’s revised assessment, as he had been 
instructed. And yet, even after the signing, Wangenheim’s outlook con- 
tinued to be based on his own, independent negative assessment of 
Ottoman military capabilities. During the late summer and fall of 1914, 
the ambassador wrote several times to Berlin that he thought any Ottoman 
campaign would be premature and advised Berlin against forcing an 
offensive on the Porte.‘ 

Because the Auswärtiges Amt was working intensely for intervention, 
however, Wangenheim’s reports to Berlin were crafted to convey the 
impression that he, too, supported intervention. Nonetheless, he consis- 
tently backed the Ottomans’ arguments against intervention, and asserted 
repeatedly that Berlin would not profit from premature Ottoman action. 
Following the failure - in German eyes — of the Bulgarian—Ottoman nego- 
tiations, for example, he rationalized the Porte’s hesitation to his superiors: 
“No Ottoman statesman will assume the responsibility of waging war 
against three Great Powers without the guarantee of Constantinople’s 
security.” "8 

Wangenheim also argued that the international situation had changed 
drastically since August 2. At the time of signing, he explained, Italy was 
still a committed member of the Triple Alliance, and the Ottoman Empire 
was therefore justified in counting on Italian naval forces in the 
Mediterranean to play a role in the defense of the Straits. Since Italy’s 
change of direction — away from the Central Powers — operations across 
the Black Sea had been rendered a much more dangerous undertaking. As 
soon as a German-Ottoman naval expedition left the Bosporus, 
Wangenheim posited, the Entente would declare war. He added that 
both the fortifications specialist Schack and Admiral Souchon judged 
that the Dardanelles could not be held without the Goeben. If Britain 
took Istanbul, the fate not just of the two ships but of the whole empire 
would be sealed. The arrival of a foreign power in the capital would spell 
partition — and without German participation. For these reasons, 
Wangenheim declared, he and Pallavicini, his Habsburg counterpart, 
could not advise their governments to push for the attack on Russia by 
sending the Goeben and the Breslau into the Black Sea, with or without 
Ottoman troops. "° 

Then the ambassador shifted to the balance of powers in the Balkans. 
Even if Bulgaria could not be won over and persuaded to take action, the 
formation of a “small triple alliance” consisting of Bulgaria, the Ottoman 
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Empire, and Romania, should be embraced despite its defensive nature. In 
that way, Bulgaria would still become part of the Triple Alliance system, 
and the “small triple alliance” would represent 700,000 troops, formidable 
enough to face Russia. Thus a Russian attack on the Straits would be an 
attack on the “small triple alliance” as well as on the Triple Alliance proper, 
by virtue of the German—Ottoman alliance.*° Here, the ambassador was 
allowing his imagination to get the better of him: it must have seemed 
implausible even then that Bulgaria and Romania would take up arms 
against the Russian giant because it had attacked the Ottoman Empire. 

Wangenheim continued to argue steadfastly against intervention. 
Germany would remain master of the Straits thanks to its two ships 
stationed there, and the ships would be an important bargaining chip at 
the eventual peace conference. Russia was holding back troops initially 
designated for its western front because of the Ottoman threat, and thus 
the alliance was paying off already, even without intervention.*' As a 
member of the “small triple alliance,” the empire would pose an even 
greater threat to Russia than it did now. Continued armed neutrality, 
Wangenheim pointed out, allowed the navy to finish the fortification 
installations at the Straits, to complete ongoing repairs on its ships, and 
to continue its training exercises. In making these arguments, 
Wangenheim was not only conveying what he had been told by his 
Ottoman colleagues but was also defending their position because he 
considered it to be the best available policy for the Ottoman Empire and 
thus for Germany.”” 

It was not only Bulgaria’s ambiguous attitude about which the Ottoman 
leaders expressed concerns to their German allies. When Enver and Said 
Halim had requested the dispatch of naval reinforcement to Istanbul, they 
asked not only for the Goeben but for Austro-Hungarian vessels as well. 
Vienna had denied the request. The loss of Italy as a Triple Alliance partner 
further disturbed the naval balance in the eastern Mediterranean, as 
Wangenheim had been quick to remind the Auswärtiges Amt in his report 
of August 15. When Berlin and Liman stepped up their demands for a naval 
attack on the Russian Black Sea coast during the first weeks of August, 
therefore, Ottoman statesmen argued that the departure of the Goeben and 
the Breslau from the capital would render the Dardanelles indefensible 
against the British and French navies in the eastern Mediterranean, a 
situation worsened by the lack of Italian and Austro-Hungarian naval 
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support. The status of the Straits, and the question as to whether they 
could be forced open by the Entente navies, became a bone of contention 
and continued to be debated back and forth between Berlin and 
Istanbul.” 

How did the Entente powers respond to the news of Ottoman mobi- 
lization, the declaration of neutrality, reports ofan alliance with Germany, 
and the arrival of the two German ships a week later? In London, Winston 
Churchill, the first sea lord, called for an aggressive policy to launch an 
attack on the Straits and to sink the two ships if necessary. Was this mere 
posturing or a realistic assessment? The Entente’s failure to take the 
Straits in 1915 would suggest that success in mid-1914 would have been 
difficult to achieve. In any case, Churchill’s position met with overwhelm- 
ing opposition. The prime minister, Herbert Henry Asquith, the foreign 
secretary, Grey, and the war secretary, General Herbert Kitchener, all 
opposed the idea. Their argument was driven by political concerns. 
Britain could not initiate an attack on the empire of the Muslim caliph, 
which had declared its neutrality, no matter how flimsy that neutrality 
might have been. Attacking first might inspire revolts among the Muslims 
living in the Entente’s colonial possessions, most notably in British 
India.** And throughout the following months, the British government 
was concerned not to break off relations with the Sublime Porte but to 
delay her entry as long as possible, and to be sure that, when the break did 
happen, it was widely acknowledged that it was brought about by the 
Ottomans themselves and not by the Entente. 

From St. Petersburg, Sazonov called on the British foreign office to 
prevent the shipmaker Armstrong Whitworth from delivering the Sultan 
Osman to the Ottoman crew that had arrived on the Tyne to take charge of 
the new dreadnought. Sazonov instructed his ambassador to London, 
Count Benckendorff, to impress on Grey “the enormous significance” 
of this issue for the Russian government.” By August 3, the British 
government had declared that the two ships could not be delivered, 
because of the outbreak of war in Europe.*° Once the Sultan Osman and 
the Resadiye had been confiscated, Russian anxiety over the possibility of 
an Ottoman attack calmed, only to be stirred up again by the arrival of the 
Goeben and the Breslau. The Russian military attaché in Istanbul, General 
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Leontiev, suggested that the Porte would eventually tip one way or the 
other between the two blocs, but he was quick to add that Russia could 
await its neighbor’s decision with a cool head: the Ottomans’ weak armed 
forces posed no military threat.*’ 

Slightly more concerned, Ambassador Giers warned that the Ottomans 
might wage a pre-emptive war against Russia. The Ottoman leaders, he 
thought, were convinced that St. Petersburg would use the European war 
as the pretext for seizing the Straits.” On August 5, Leontiev visited Enver 
Pasha to inquire about the war ministry’s latest views. Enver welcomed his 
colleague with a stunning proposal. He explained that the ongoing 
mobilization was not directed against any particular power and that, 
once mobilized, Ottoman forces could march alongside those of Russia 
if St. Petersburg so desired: Enver was proposing an alliance! In return for 
military support, the war minister asked for the Russian government’s 
promise to foster peaceful relations between the Ottomans and their 
Balkan neighbors. Such improved relations, Enver posited, could be 
achieved by returning the Greek-held Aegean islands or Bulgarian-held 
western Thrace. In return for these territorial changes, Enver continued, 
Greece could receive the Epirus region on the Adriatic, Bulgaria could 
receive Macedonia, and Serbia could receive Bosnia.” Here, Enver, 
famous for his reputation as a pro-German war hawk and vision of a 
pan-Islamic empire, proposed an alliance against Germany and suggested 
the cession of (Muslim) Albanian Epirus to Greece. 

Over the next two weeks, Enver, together with Said Halim and Talat, 
continued to pitch an Ottoman-Russian alliance to Giers and Leontiev. 
The very day before the arrival of the German warships in the Straits, 
Enver told his Russian colleagues that he expected to face a great deal of 
opposition in the cabinet, but that he was confident in his ability to push 
through the alliance with St. Petersburg, if only the Russian leaders 
accepted. If they did, Enver claimed, he would put all of his forces at 
Russia’s disposal, and he would immediately dismiss all German officers 
and specialists now in Ottoman service. More specifically, Enver pro- 
posed a five- to ten-year defensive alliance, so that the empire might 
enjoy a measure of security against its Balkan neighbors. The Russian 
government would also have to mediate the return of the Aegean islands 
and western Thrace to Ottoman sovereignty (Enver had spoken of one or 
the other, not both, in his meeting with Leontiev). Evidently, the Ottoman 
leaders had succeeded in winning over Giers and Leontiev, both of whom 
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strongly recommended accepting the alliance immediately.” Giers rea- 
soned that in the case of an Entente victory, Bulgaria and Greece could be 
easily compensated at the expense of Austria-Hungary. He also warned 
that turning down Enver’s offer would cement the Ottomans’ relations 
with the Central Powers for good." 

Back in St. Petersburg, Foreign Minister Sazonov read the situation 
differently. Not yet informed of the German ships’ arrival in Ottoman 
waters, he reminded Giers that the Ottomans posed no military threat to 
Russia whatsoever and instructed him simply to stall negotiations with 
Enver until Bulgaria’s stance became clear. Then, Sazonov raised the 
stakes: Giers should intimate that if the Porte took any action not sanc- 
tioned by Russia it risked the loss of all of Anatolia. *” 

Giers, on the other hand, saw great potential in the Ottomans’ alliance 
proposal. He felt that it offered what Russia so strongly desired, and on 
highly favorable terms. The conclusion of an Ottoman—Russian alliance 
would mean the dismissal of the Liman mission and hence the end of 
German influence. As a result, the Sublime Porte would become milita- 
rily, if not politically, dependent on the Russian Empire. According to 
Giers, “the historic moment has finally arrived in which we have the 
opportunity to make the Ottoman Empire submit to us.”*? 

If such an alliance had materialized, it would certainly have marked a 
diplomatic revolution; not only would it have altered the course of the 
First World War, as Russia could have been supplied through the Straits 
by its Entente partners, but it undoubtedly would also have charted a 
different path for the history of the modern Middle East. 

Remarkably, Giers and Leontiev continued to support the Ottoman 
alliance proposal even after the arrival of the two German ships. The 
alliance, Leontiev argued, would guarantee the neutrality of two key 
Balkan powers, Bulgaria and Romania, and would be worth concluding 
for that consideration alone. Germany, in turn, would suffer an irrepar- 
able blow in the Balkans, a blow that might prove decisive for the outcome 
of the entire war.** Despite Giers’s sustained advocacy of the alliance, 
Sazonov hoped to pull Bulgaria into the Entente camp without such as 
step.” Once the German warships arrived in the Straits, St. Petersburg 
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had a strong argument for delaying its reply, and Sazonov considered the 
dismissal of the German crew a prerequisite to any further deliberations 
on the question.*° Yet Giers and Leontiev continued to support the 
proposal. On August 13, Giers surmised that a German—Ottoman alliance 
probably had been signed, but that the Ottoman offer should be pursued 
nonetheless. He wrote that Greece must give up the disputed Aegean 
islands and Bulgaria should cede western Thrace, “which is inhabited 
predominantly by Muslims.”*’ (Never mind that Giers, at other times, 
could advocate Russian seizure of the Straits region.) Leontiev added that 
the Ottomans’ territorial demands should be granted, and that the resto- 
ration of the Aegean islands and western Thrace was necessary to appease 
the sense of violation that prevailed among the Ottoman populace. The 
frankness with which Enver Pasha described the Ottoman outlook to 
Leontiev is astonishing. The war minister explained that German equip- 
ment and personnel strengthened Ottoman forces and that therefore it 
was not in the Porte’s interest to remove the German presence. He under- 
stood full well, Enver continued, that the German military advisors now in 
the empire wished nothing more than to bring the Ottomans into the war 
against Russia. But if St. Petersburg accepted the alliance proposal, Enver 
Pasha would tell the German officers “without a minute’s hesitation: now 
you are our enemies, and I ask you to leave,” because, he told Leontiev, 
“[I have] only Ottoman interests” in mind.” 

Were the Ottomans sincere throughout these talks with St. Petersburg, 
even after they had signed an alliance with Germany, had taken in two 
German warships, and were in the midst of negotiating an alliance with 
Bulgaria against Russia? Might the Ottomans have terminated their alli- 
ance with Germany and dismissed the military mission in exchange for the 
return of lost territories and a Russian defensive guarantee of the empire’s 
future territorial integrity? Giers and Leontiev considered the Ottoman 
offer to be genuine. They believed that the Ottoman leaders were intent 
on profiting from the European war, if necessary through a Russian 
alliance. The Porte’s representative at St. Petersburg, Fahreddin Bey, 
also sought to impress upon the Russian government directly the idea of 
an Ottoman-Russian alliance. In his meetings, Fahreddin listed as the 
empire’s objectives the preservation of its territorial integrity, the transfer 
of German businesses to Ottoman possession, and a Russian promise not 
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to support Armenian nationalist aspirations in eastern Anatolia. Sazonov 
accepted the first two but rejected the third of these demands. The 
Armenian reform project must proceed, the foreign minister insisted.” 

For Sazonov, the objective lay in keeping the Ottomans outside the war 
for as long as possible, and he disagreed with Giers and Leontiev that an 
alliance presented the best way of achieving that objective. With the arrival 
of the Goeben and the Breslau, Ottoman naval power in the Black Sea had 
been strengthened considerably, and the Entente governments corre- 
spondingly increased their efforts to keep the Ottomans neutral — and 
the by now two-week-old war as confined as possible. Sazonov had a 
different plan for keeping the Porte outside the war. He suggested to his 
allies that the Entente issue a guarantee of territorial integrity in exchange 
for Ottoman neutrality and demobilization. The island of Limnos could 
also be conceded, as it was critical for the security of the southern Straits; 
Greece could be compensated with Epirus. German businesses and com- 
mercial concessions in the empire could go to the Ottomans as well. While 
the Entente partners agreed on keeping the Porte neutral, by August 19, 
1914, their ambassadors in Istanbul had presented only a verbal proposal, 
offering to guarantee the empire’s territorial integrity in exchange for 
neutrality, leaving alone for now the questions of demobilization, the 
return of Limnos or any other territory, and the fate of German commer- 
cial possessions. Giers found that handing back Limnos by itself, without 
the larger islands of Chios and Mytilene, would be insufficient to end the 
Ottoman sense of vulnerability in western Anatolia. The demand for 
demobilization, moreover, seems to have been eliminated on the initiative 
of the London and Paris governments, who warned that such a demand 
could be interpreted in Istanbul as a threat and should therefore not be 
included.*° 

Giers and Leontiev did not hide their disappointment in the eventual 
Entente proposal. In a long telegram to Sazonov on August 19, Leontiev 
reiterated that only territorial concessions were capable of bringing the 
Ottoman Empire into the fold of the Entente. Leontiev warned that 
the Ottoman armed forces were improving daily in quality and number, 
and that it now looked as if they could field an army of 400,000 men rather 
than the previous lower estimate of 200,000. Evidently, Enver Pasha had 
succeeded in convincing Leontiev of his commitment to neutrality. If the 
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Central Powers achieved clear successes on the battlefield, Leontiev 
cautioned, the Ottomans might jump into the mix after all in order to 
reap territorial gains. The Porte’s understanding with Bulgaria would 
greatly endanger Russia’s southern flank. Russia’s interest would not be 
served with Ottoman demobilization, but rather with the dismissal of the 
German military from Istanbul, precisely the measure Enver offered to 
implement “happily,” Leontiev argued.“ 

Like Sazonov, Sir Edward Grey, the British foreign secretary, opposed 
the idea of granting territorial concessions to the Ottomans. The Russian 
ambassador at London, Benckendorff, doubted whether Grey would ever 
participate in any “promise to the Ottoman Empire that restored to her the 
Christian provinces.” Any Ottoman declaration of neutrality would never 
be a true one and would inevitably last only until the arrival of the first 
news of German military successes.*” Grey considered Greece a far 
preferable ally, and for that reason, too, he opposed the idea of returning 
Limnos to Ottoman control. While he supported the general idea of 
promising the security of Ottoman borders, Grey had no patience with 
the Porte’s demands. Echoing Sazonov’s earlier warning, he sent a stern 
message to Istanbul: if the Ottomans took action hostile to the interests of 
the Entente, and if Germany were subsequently defeated, then “the con- 
sequences for Turkey will be totally unpredictable.”** 

Although the Entente governments reached agreement on a written, 
collective note, they did not submit such a statement until August 28. 
Eventually, the written declaration “guarantee[d] the integrity of the 
Ottoman territory” in exchange for the empire’s neutrality. The note 
reminded the Porte that it would be obligated, as a neutral power, to 
grant free passage through the Straits to all merchant ships and to dismiss 
the crews of the Goeben and the Breslau.** But by the time the Entente 
ambassadors presented the note, their governments had already become 
convinced that the Ottomans were only waiting for the right moment to 
join the Central Powers. The question of what course of action Bulgaria 
would take was increasingly considered pivotal by both alliance blocs. 
On August 24, four days before the guarantee of territory, Sazonov 
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instructed his diplomats in the European capitals that Bulgaria must be 
won over before the Ottomans entered the war: “According to our intelli- 
gence reports the Ottoman Empire may take action in the next few days, 
and therefore negotiations with Bulgaria may not be delayed,” for the 
Ottoman decision to go with the Central Powers would pull Bulgaria into 
that camp as well. The Entente proved unsuccessful, however, in its 
attempt to secure the territorial concessions from Greece and Serbia that 
were necessary to tempt Sofia.*° 

Throughout the month of August, one of the central German objectives 
for the Ottoman theater was being met; Russian headquarters had decided 
not to withdraw any of its forces from the Caucasus to the eastern front. In 
late August, Russian headquarters even decided to move additional 
troops from Turkestan into the Caucasus, troops that might otherwise 
have been deployed on the eastern front.*’ These additional troops, 
however, were not intended to play a defensive role. 

Russian military planners sought to “maintain the closest of relations 
with the Armenians and the Kurds” in order to prepare for the outbreak of 
war with the Ottoman Empire. For this reason, the army should undertake 
the necessary preparations for “the rapid transportation of weapons and 
provisions across the [Ottoman-Russian] border and for the distribution 
of these among the population on the other side of the border.”** In the 
following weeks the Russian government decided “to prepare a rebellion 
of the Armenians, Assyrians, and Kurds for the event of war” with the 
Ottoman Empire. The instructions issued by the Russian foreign ministry 
prescribed that the groups that were to lead this rebellion would be 
“formed under the supervision of our consuls in Azerbaijan and the 
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commanders of our units there, under complete secrecy from the Persian 
administration. Rifles have been prepared, but these will be distributed 
only at the necessary moment.”*” 

Throughout September 1914, the Entente ambassadors continued to 
pursue an agreement on Ottoman neutrality, despite clear signs that the 
Sublime Porte had moved deeper still into the Central Powers’ camp. 
Russian intelligence intercepted and deciphered some of the diplomatic 
correspondence coming in and out of Istanbul. Thus St. Petersburg 
followed German and Austro-Hungarian assessments of Ottoman mili- 
tary strength and strategic utility. Those in the Russian foreign ministry 
knew, therefore, that in early September the majority of German military 
advisors in the capital viewed the Dardanelles as vulnerable and requiring 
fortification work before military operations could be risked. But they also 
knew that high officials in Berlin and some officers in Istanbul, such as 
Liman, urged immediate action in the hope that intervention would win 
over Bulgaria and Romania.” 

Istanbul’s response to the offer of security-for-neutrality by the Entente 
was also ambiguous. For some, the Ottoman negotiators had “left no 
doubt of Turkey’s intention to move against Greece.”°! Why, then, did 
the Entente continue negotiations? Evidently, during the hard-fought 
months of August to October, the months that saw the highest casualty 
rates of the war, the Entente placed great importance on keeping the Porte 
out of the war. 

Grey argued that the Entente must hold back from opening the war 
against the Ottoman Empire. At this point, war in the Ottoman Empire 
would be a needless distraction, as the decisive theaters were on the 
eastern front and in Belgium. The military focus must be on defeating 
Germany.” Grey also believed that the only danger the empire posed was 
through the two German ships, and therefore Entente diplomats pursued 
several attempts to get the German crews dismissed from Istanbul — and 
just the crews, since the ships alone would be useless in Ottoman hands, 
British experts believed.’ Grey was convinced that as long as Germany 
failed to achieve success on the battlefield, the Ottomans would remain 
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neutral: they “must be aware that if Turkey brings about a war and if 
Germany suffers setbacks, their [fears that Russia will bring about the 
partition of the Ottoman Empire] will probably be realized.”°* 

This fate the Ottomans deserved; Grey maintained that “if Turkey 
makes a decision for war, she will bear the war’s most severe consequen- 
ces.” Therefore, “it is imperative for the British government that the break 
with the Ottomans be obvious, but the result of Turkey’s own action.” In 
Grey’s view, reasons to justify war with the Ottoman Empire could already 
be found, but he argued that it would be much more expedient to leave 
“the responsibility for [bringing the empire into war] squarely with 
Turkey and Germany.” Tsar Nicholas II agreed fully with Grey’s assess- 
ment. Hence the Russian government decided against mining the north- 
ern Straits, because such an operation could not have been kept secret, 
and it would have provided Ottoman leaders with the argument that 
Russia had attacked the empire, an argument the Entente evidently was 
unwilling to concede.” 

Why, then, were the Entente governments so eager to place the respon- 
sibility for the end of relations with the Ottomans on Istanbul itself? 
Perhaps we may see in the Entente position the laying of the groundwork 
and the preparing of postwar legitimacy for partitioning the Ottoman 
Empire, i.e. for the British annexation of Egypt, for the formalization of 
French control in Syria, and, of course, for the incorporation of the Straits 
region into Russia. This partition could be carried out much more effec- 
tively, and with greater legitimacy, if the Ottomans could be shown clearly 
to have been the aggressors. 

In line with Grey, Sazonov instructed both his ambassador at Istanbul 
and the commander of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, Admiral Eberhardt, 
to delay open confrontation. The Ottomans were unlikely to take action so 
long as Germany and Austria-Hungary failed to deliver the military suc- 
cesses they had promised. Thus they should not be provoked into war at 
this point. Reversing his earlier instructions, Sazonov now directed 
Eberhardt not to engage the Goeben in the Black Sea should the German 
battlecruiser steam northward, except “in the case that success was 
assured.” Sazonov stressed that “from the political point of view, which 
is shared by France and England, it is very important that a war against 
Turkey, if it proves unavoidable, is caused by Turkey itself.” For Britain, 
and to a lesser degree for Russia and France, it remained a key consid- 
eration not to alienate and even antagonize the large number of Muslim 
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subjects. If Bulgaria could be brought to the Entente side, Sazonov added, 
the Ottoman factor would be neutralized.”° 

As the empire’s mobilization efforts proceeded, aided by German offi- 
cers and matériel, the Russian government reassessed the Ottoman mili- 
tary threat. Registering the naval advantage the Goeben and the Breslau 
gave them, Sazonov warned Eberhardt once more against a possible 
encounter with the Ottoman fleet in the Black Sea, this time cautioning 
the naval commander that “we must do whatever is necessary in order to 
avoid a clash” with the Ottoman forces. A clash now, Sazonov explained, 
“would preoccupy a portion of our forces, and it could engulf the entire 
Balkan peninsula and prevent our joined action with Serbia against 
Austria.” Eberhardt should engage the German-Ottoman naval forces 
only after very careful calculation, because of the “disastrous results a 
failure in such a confrontation would have for us.” Not only would the 
Ottomans gain “unrivaled control over the Black Sea,” but a Russian 
defeat would also have a deep psychological impact on the neutral 
Balkan powers.’ 

In Istanbul, Ambassador Giers shared Sazonov’s nervousness, which 
only intensified throughout the subsequent weeks. By the first days of 
October, Giers believed that if the cabinet did not declare war against the 
Entente, then the “Germans will create an incident that will thrust Turkey 
into the war,” and perhaps “even against her wishes.” Giers reiterated “the 
heavy blow even a partial defeat of our fleet” in the Black Sea would mean 
to the Russian war effort. The confiscation of the two Ottoman ships by 
the British government had greatly exacerbated the anti-Entente and, in 
particular, anti-British feelings in both government circles and in the 
realm of “public opinion.” ’* 


The endangered alliance 


On August 16, 1914, Enver requested through Admiral Souchon that 
Germany send ateam ofnaval technicians and specialists to Istanbul. The 
mission was charged with reorganizing and overhauling the fortifications 
at the Straits against an attack from the sea. For this task Souchon 
requested two admirals, ten officers, and a hundred additional personnel. 
Another team of officers, engineers, and technicians should be sent to 
replace the British naval mission, which had been relegated to office 
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assignments in mid-August. Berlin granted this request with great speed, 
and a Special Commando Unit (Sonderkommando), consisting of 26 offi- 
cers and 520 men headed by Admiral Guido von Usedom, arrived dis- 
guised as factory workers in late August.” 

In order to place Enver’s request for the naval mission, the Ottoman 
military attaché in Berlin, Cemil Bey, had met with officials at the German 
navy office. In that meeting, Admiral von Capelle, the deputy navy secre- 
tary, promised that all requests for officers, troops, engineers, scientists, 
and matériel would be granted in full. But he also emphasized that 
the Straits were already secure from any Entente assault and that the 
Ottomans therefore were free to launch their own operation across the 
Black Sea. He pointed to the great potential for Ottoman gains: “Turkey 
has a future in the Caucasus and its surroundings. If we are successful, 
these [regions] will be yours.” Cemil Bey concluded that the German 
leadership was convinced that “if the Goeben and the Breslau go into the 
Black Sea and sink the Russian Fleet and burn down [the Russian ports] 
then Bulgaria and Romania’s hesitation will disappear and the two gov- 
ernments will finally also take action.” °° 

Shortly thereafter, Cemil met personally with the navy secretary, Admiral 
Alfred von Tirpitz, who had been away on the inspection of troops with 
Kaiser Wilhelm II. Tirpitz felt strongly about immediate intervention: if the 
Porte refused to decide for war now, then the two German ships should be 
turned loose into the Black Sea, where they would be free to attack Russian 
targets. He suggested that the Ottomans could pretend to protest such an 
attack, even by firing rounds into the air when the ships departed! And 
Tirpitz insisted once again that Bulgaria and Romania would be won over 
to the Central Powers when the Ottomans finally decided for war. In this 
way, the admiral remarked, the “world of Islam” would win, adding that for 
this reason an Ottoman army corps should also “march on Egypt and 
threaten the Canal.”°' In a second meeting with Cemil, Tirpitz averred 
“in definite terms” that the Straits were secure from attack already, this time 
making the point that the British would have “long ago” forced the Straits in 
pursuit of the German ships were they capable of doing so.” 


°° BA-MA, RM 40-55, sheets 3-10, Souchon to Chief of the Admiralty Staff and additional 
correspondence, August 15-19, 1914; PA/AA, R 22402, Wahnschaffe to Bethmann, 
August 21, 1914; TTK, Kazim Orbay Arsivi, no. VI/82, Humann, August 25, 1914. 
The figures vary slightly throughout the documentation. 

60 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 243, Yeni Dosya 1009, Fihrist 7, Cemil to Enver, 3 Agustos 1330 
(August 16, 1914). 

61 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 243, Yeni Dosya, 1009, Fihrist 7-4, Cemil to Enver, Extremely 
Urgent, August 16, 1914. 

62 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 243, Yeni Dosya, 1009, Fihrist 7-1, Cemil to Enver, Extremely 
Urgent, 4 Agustos 1330 (August 17, 1914). 


Tug of war: Penelope’s game 137 


From the Ottoman perspective, however, the German naval mission’s 
arrival in late August 1914 served to guarantee the further delay of 
intervention until fortification projects at the Straits were completed. 
The Ottoman leaders seem to have persuaded even Souchon of this 
necessity, as the admiral consented to the postponement of action until 
fortifications were overhauled, the fleet trained, and mobilization com- 
pleted. How the Ottomans succeeded in winning over the German admi- 
ral remains an open question, especially since Berlin had given the admiral 
the go-ahead ifhe wanted to break out into the Black Sea, even without the 
Porte’s authorization.°? 

In contrast to Wangenheim’s long dispatch to Berlin of August 15, in 
which the ambassador had counseled patience and recounted the benefits 
of Ottoman armed neutrality, General Liman von Sanders provided his 
own, alternative assessment. He had discussed with Enver the possibility 
of an operation against British-occupied Egypt and decided that it was out 
of the question in the near future because of the logistical problems such a 
campaign posed. Liman explained that instead he and Enver planned to 
transport five army corps by sea and to disembark these troops near 
Odessa on the Russian Black Sea coast, with the intention of attacking 
the flank of the Russian army operating against Austria-Hungary.” Berlin 
embraced this apparent opportunity, and Kaiser Wilhelm II immediately 
wired a “very urgent” telegram, reiterating that he did not care about the 
precise shape of Ottoman military action. And in any case, he remarked, the 
particular conditions could not be judged from so far away as Germany. 
The kaiser exhorted that “any [form of] Ottoman action is welcome” — 
although Berlin continued to favor the expedition against Egypt. These 
unequivocal demands by the kaiser brought the German—Ottoman tensions 
to a head. 


The first German-Ottoman crisis over Ottoman 
intervention, August 19-22 


Kaiser Wilhelm II’s renewed demands for military action reached Enver 
Pasha on August 19. Wiring directly from the German embassy, Enver 
expressed his regret for the delay. Playing on Wilhelm II’s well-known 
faith in the idea of revolutionizing Muslim populations under British and 
French colonial rule, Enver claimed that the necessary preparations for a 
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massive uprising were proceeding quietly but successfully. He described 
for the kaiser in some detail the various special revolutionary commissions 
allegedly active in the Caucasus, India, Persia, and northern Africa. 
Wangenheim endorsed the war minister’s reply: “Enver’s good intentions 
in sparking a pan-Islamic revolution cannot be questioned. For its suc- 
cess, it will be important that we defeat our enemies.” The ambassador 
thus seconded Enver, but at the same time he reminded Berlin that any 
Ottoman success depended foremost on military victory achieved by the 
Central Powers.°° This was a classic deadlock: while the Germans 
demanded intervention to achieve military victory, the Ottomans 
demanded German military victory before they were willing to commit 
to intervention. 

The same day, Enver requested 4,000 rifles from Germany through 
Wangenheim, to be delivered in expedited fashion. The request was a 
sobering follow-up to Enver’s message to the kaiser. He explained that the 
rifles were needed in the Caucasus in order to arm the Muslim popula- 
tions, particularly in Georgia, and to advance the revolutionary causes 
there. Reaffirming his commitment to the pan-Islamic idea and German 
interests, Enver threw in some good, though vague, news for Wilhelm II, 
claiming that significant forces in Afghanistan and Persia would declare 
themselves against Russia.°’ Once again, the war minister was holding out 
the prospect of Ottoman action in the near future while in the meantime 
requesting supplies. This would become the familiar pattern in which 
Enver and his colleagues managed to delay intervention while drawing 
on German military and financial support. 

German pressure for intervention emanated not only from Wilhelm II 
and the Auswärtiges Amt. Frustrated with the Ottoman tactic of delaying 
intervention, Liman submitted a request to Berlin that, in the face of 
continued neutrality, he and the entire military mission be recalled. 
Liman had met with Enver regarding the new fortification structures at 
the Straits. The war minister had claimed that there was no need for 
fortification work any longer because of the new Balkan alliance that 
Halil and Talat were currently setting up in Sofia, and because hostilities 
were thus highly unlikely to ensue. Why Enver would make such an 
assertion is unclear, since the overall Ottoman strategy aimed at improv- 
ing the empire’s military posture. Perhaps Enver was attempting to set 
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limits on the German officers’ freedom of action. In any case, Enver’s 
nonchalance about the fortifications question outraged the German gen- 
eral, who in the face of this doubletalk now argued that there was no point 
in the military mission remaining in the empire any longer. Remarkably, 
in this tense atmosphere, Wangenheim took Enver’s side and described 
Liman as utterly unreasonable. He reported that Enver indeed favored 
military action but needed to take certain factors into consideration, most 
importantly the attitudes of Bucharest and Sofia. To undermine Liman’s 
complaint, Wangenheim portrayed Enver as an uncompromising 
pro-German war hawk, even though Enver at this point explicitly opposed 
intervention. Wangenheim suggested that Liman receive the kaiser’s 
praise for his service but that he should be sternly advised to exercise 
restraint. Berlin should reason with Liman that once the Ottoman defen- 
sive alliance was signed with Bulgaria and Romania, it would take only a 
Russian advance against Romania or the Bosporus to bring the empire 
into war.°® Although Wangenheim’s arguments found some traction in 
Berlin, the ambassador’s position would grow increasingly untenable in 
the weeks to come, as the Sublime Porte persisted in its inaction while 
continuing to draw on German military aid. 

To support his position, Wangenheim instructed the embassy’s military 
attaché, Major Karl von Laffert, to wire Berlin explaining the slow progress 
of mobilization. In the report that followed, Laffert backed Wangenheim 
and the Ottoman leaders and called for more time to complete military 
preparations. Aware of General Liman von Sanders’s assessments to the 
contrary, Laffert explained that he had met with the ranking members of 
Liman’s mission, all of whom agreed with Laffert that the time was not yet 
ripe for intervention. In line with the Ottoman position, Laffert emphasized 
that no action could be hoped for before the conclusion of an alliance with 
Bulgaria and Romania.‘ 

Wangenheim also dispatched Lieutenant Commander Hans Humann 
(Korvettenkapitän), aliaison atthe embassy and a childhood companion of 
Enver’s, to probe the war minister for details about his conversations with 
Liman. Enver complained that the general had been pressuring him 
incessantly for military action. He had told Liman that he agreed with 
him “as a soldier, but that as a minister he could not allow himself to be 
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guided by emotions and that he had the duty to think first and foremost 
politically and act within his country’s overall political framework.” Here 
Enver, the alleged war hawk, was showing a different face. He argued that 
Germany benefited from the Sublime Porte’s policy of armed neutrality, as 
Russia had been compelled to leave behind troops in the Caucasus other- 
wise deployed in European theaters. The same was true for Britain 
in Egypt, Enver claimed. He insisted that these factors were tangible con- 
tributions to the Central Powers’ war effort, and if Berlin did not appreciate 
them, the military mission could be recalled and the Ottoman army demo- 
bilized. Then, Enver quickly expressed his hope that the mission would not 
be recalled, as it would leave the empire defenseless. Enver added that 
demobilization would signal a “fiasco” not only of Ottoman but also of 
German policy and a “triumph for the powers of the Entente.”’° 

Wangenheim’s advice on managing Liman - to praise him and counsel 
patience — was followed in Berlin. Kaiser Wilhelm II sent Liman instruc- 
tions ordering him to stay put and to work in concert with Enver: “I expect 
cooperation with Enver, to whom you are to convey my full trust and to 
pass on my greetings.” ’’ Nevertheless, the ambassador’s elaborations on 
the question of Ottoman neutrality produced consternation. Foreign 
Secretary Jagow laid down Berlin’s view. “We counted on definite, active 
intervention following the alliance with the Ottoman Empire. It was this 
expectation that caused us to grant the Ottoman request for the dispatch- 
ing of the Goeben and the Breslau.” He was alarmed to learn from Enver’s 
statement that it would take a Russian attack on the Bosporus or an 
invasion of Romania to bring the empire into the war. Perplexed, Jagow 
objected that both events seemed highly unlikely, and he suspected that 
Enver’s statement was a pretext for delay. Jagow urged the Ottomans to 
finally carry out their part of the alliance, referring to all of the technical 
and material support that Germany was providing. He pointed to the 
Usedom mission, the team of about 550 naval personnel, including for- 
tification and artillery specialists, which Enver had requested. Berlin was 
adamant: “We expect now that the Ottoman government will decide on 
immediate action.” ’” 
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Wangenheim conveyed Berlin’s message once again to Enver, but the 
war minister refused to budge. Instead, Enver replied on August 22 that 
Ottoman hands were tied as long as the Bulgarian and Romanian posi- 
tions remained undefined, stating that the wavering attitudes of the two 
Balkan powers “placed reasonable limits on an active Ottoman policy.” 
Enver also claimed that Halil and Talat’s absence from the capital tem- 
porarily weakened his position in the cabinet. Thus he once again fended 
off strong German pressure, making his case for Ottoman neutrality.” 
Although Enver frequently declared his support for immediate action, it is 
clear that he repeatedly, and openly, opposed it. Wangenheim also 
reported a telephone conversation with Enver in which the war minister 
had claimed that Sofia would launch a major offensive on Serbia within two 
or three days. Enver suggested that German diplomats thus focus their 
attention on the Bulgarian prime minister, and in the days that followed, 
Berlin’s pressure shifted away from Istanbul and towards Sofia. Enver, for 
the moment, had defused the crisis.’* Aided by Wangenheim, August came 
and went and the Ottoman leaders still managed to preserve their alliance 
with Germany without entering the war. 


Between neutrality and alliance 


On August 19, the Bulgarian and Ottoman governments finally signed a 
“treaty of friendship and alliance.” Yet for all the Ottoman insistence on 
an alliance with Bulgaria before entering the war, military action was still 
not forthcoming.” Enver now reversed himself yet again, and began to 
focus on the vulnerability of the Dardanelles to an Entente naval attack. 
Attaché Laffert repeated the fear that, in all likelihood, the Straits could 
not be held against an assault, particularly if the Goeben and the Breslau 
were not in the southern Dardanelles but were instead operating against 
the Russians in the Black Sea. He pointed out that currently the two ships 
were guarding the northern Bosporus, and that as a result they were a 
six-hour journey away from the Aegean Sea, the point of any Entente attack. 
If the Goeben and the Breslau moved now against Odessa, the Straits would 
become particularly vulnerable to the British. According to Laffert, the 
German naval officers in Istanbul all agreed that a British attack launched 
from the Aegean could not be withstood. He recommended that the 
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German warships should not leave the Straits until these were sufficiently 
fortified. The most promising option for military action, Laffert concluded, 
was a joint Bulgarian—Ottoman overland campaign against Serbia. Such a 
campaign would free up Austro-Hungarian forces, which in turn could be 
used on the Russian front.’° 

Wangenheim agreed with all of these arguments. The Straits had to be 
given priority, he said, and the Porte should not be faulted for its hesitation. 
Given Italy’s continued neutrality, he added, the strategic assumptions on 
which the Ottomans had accepted the alliance with Germany had changed 
radically. He also shifted the responsibility for Ottoman passivity on to 
Austria: “Had the Austrians sent a naval division [to Constantinople], as 
they had previously indicated they would, the Ottoman Empire would now 
be ready for action.” ”’ 

Romania, too, was to be blamed for the lack of Ottoman battlefield 
action, Wangenheim continued. The Romanian government had refused 
to make a promise not to attack Bulgaria should its southern neighbor get 
involved in the war. He concluded that not only Austria-Hungary but also 
“Ttaly and Romania should be blamed if an Ottoman action is currently 
not possible.” Addressing what was perhaps his government’s greatest 
concern, Wangenheim reassured the Auswärtiges Amt that there was no 
danger of losing the empire to the Entente now: even though Istanbul was 
not ready for war at this point, it remained fully committed to its German 
ally.’® 

For Berlin, all this was a bitter pill to swallow. Navy Secretary Tirpitz, 
writing in Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg’s name, hit back. He overruled 
the evaluations coming out of Istanbul and declared the Dardanelles 
secure, even without the constant presence of the Goeben and the 
Breslau. Once the members of the Usedom mission had taken up their 
posts, so Tirpitz argued, the ships would be entirely free for action in the 
Black Sea. The Tirpitz/Bethmann note shows Berlin pressing for inter- 
vention of any type: “an attack by our ships in the Black Sea or an attack by 
the torpedo boats against the British blockade [in the Aegean] would draw 
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the Ottoman Empire into the war, which is our most urgent interest.” "° 


Wangenheim understood the message, and sought to moderate it. Enver 
was ready for war, he noted, but work on the fortifications at the 
Dardanelles required at least another eight to fourteen days, according 
to Admiral Usedom. Mobilization, too, the ambassador pointed out, 
demanded about the same time. The baron reassured Berlin once again 
that there was now no danger of Istanbul switching sides, nor, he claimed, 
did Enver fear a British forcing of the Straits, not even a successful one. 
Enver made the remarkable claim that British forces, once inside the 
Straits or in the Sea of Marmara, would not be able to land anywhere.*° 
Whether Enver really held this view is questionable, and it is probable that 
the war minister made this statement in order to allay German fears of an 
Ottoman last-minute switch to the enemy side. 

As late as September 1914, key German officials in Istanbul were dis- 
inclined to force the empire into the war. Souchon reported to Ottoman 
headquarters that British ships outside the southern Dardanelles were 
jamming the navy’s radio signals and actively incapacitating communica- 
tion lines. He argued that such tactics should be considered a “military 
act” equivalent to harassing Ottoman ships in open waters. But when the 
argument did not elicit a strong reaction, Souchon did not push the issue 
further.°' Lieutenant Colonel Friedrich Kress von Kressenstein joined 
Enver and Wangenheim in helping to make the Ottomans’ case. In a 
report of August 27, Kress argued that the armed forces had not yet 
recovered from the Balkan Wars and that intervention could bring only 
failure. Kress believed that a “sufficiently long period of peace” was 
necessary to successfully implement military reforms.** A little later, the 
German officer again shared the “view of the Turkish statesmen” and 
pointed to their legitimate concern over a Bulgarian attack in Thrace as 
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soon as the Ottoman forces engaged Russia in the Black Sea or the 
Caucasus, or Britain in Egypt.” 

Nonetheless, during the first days of September, with several Balkan 
powers still neutral, German and Austro-Hungarian diplomats set their 
hopes on forming a broad Balkan alliance linked to the Central Powers. 
Greek-Ottoman negotiations proceeded in Bucharest, with Halil and 
Talat as the Sublime Porte’s representatives. For a brief period it appeared 
as if the two parties could set aside their dispute regarding the Aegean 
islands by agreeing on a twenty-five-year lease of Chios and Mitylene to 
Greece under Ottoman sovereignty. As part of such a settlement, the two 
powers would conclude a defensive alliance. But the negotiations broke 
down over the question of what Greece would do if Bulgaria attacked 
Serbia. While the Ottomans (and Berlin) demanded that Greece remain 
neutral in the case of a Bulgarian attack on Serbia, the Greek prime 
minister held fast to his government’s commitment to Serbia." That 
commitment stemmed from the alliance between Greece-Serbia that 
was signed in July 1913, which promised mutual aid in the case that either 
partner suffered an attack. This treaty should have become operative, of 
course, when Serbia was attacked by Austria-Hungary in July 1914, but 
Athens claimed that it was applicable only if the aggressor was one of the 
small Balkan states. Now the Greek government affirmed its military 
support to Serbia if an attack were to come from Bulgaria.“ In fact, 
neither Greece nor Romania had been genuinely engaged in these nego- 
tiations with the Central Powers, and both secretly favored an alliance 
with the Entente.°° Hence, no Balkan league under the aegis of the 
Central Powers lay within the reach of Berlin or Vienna in August/ 
September 1914. 

The German war plans used in 1914 were developed by the late chief of 
the general staff, Alfred von Schlieffen, and expanded upon considerably 
after 1905 by the general staff of his successor, Helmuth von Moltke (the 
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younger). These plans provided for a two-front war against France in the 
west and Russia in the east, and they sought to mitigate the principal 
problem Germany faced on the battlefield: shortage of manpower. Thus 
the general staff planned a primary campaign against France in the west, 
where the density of German railways provided the advantages of speed 
and flexibility. Victory over France would then allow the deployment of 
German divisions to the east in support of the armies of Austria-Hungary 
and now, if it could be made to move, the Ottoman Empire.” Once war 
broke out, however, German forces found themselves bogged down atthe 
Marne, fighting not only French but British forces as well. For the 
Ottomans, who were counting on German military success as the basis 
for their participation in the war, bad news from the western front fostered 
hesitation and delay throughout the following months. 

Having sent military and naval missions under Liman, Souchon, and 
Usedom, the German high command itself stepped up the pressure for 
Ottoman intervention. The chief of the general staff, General Helmuth 
von Moltke, cabled Liman directly on September 4: 


It is wished that the Ottoman Empire lead an attack soon, at the very latest after the 
completion of the Dardanelles defenses, [now being] expedited. [Shape of] oper- 
ations based [on your] judgement. [Operations] across Black Sea against Odessa 
and those against Egypt [appear] particularly promising.*® 


Moltke’s message signaled the beginning of a tightened policy towards the 
empire at German headquarters. All requests for personal, material, and 
financial aid now were to be placed on hold until the empire took an active 
military role. The Ottomans got the message. They responded by reaf- 
firming their commitment to the German alliance and to the war efforts of 
the Central Powers. To make this point as explicitly as possible, Enver 
inquired from Admiral Souchon when the German-Ottoman “fleet will be 
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in a position to seek out and fight successfully the Russian fleet” — as if it 
had been the fleet’s lack of preparation that had held him back.” 

Interior Minister Talat Bey also reiterated his commitment to Germany 
and the joint war effort. Newly returned from alliance negotiations in 
Bucharest and Sofia, he visited Wangenheim and expressed his frustration 
at the Balkan obstacles to Ottoman intervention. Romania continued to 
refuse a written promise not to attack Bulgaria if the latter entered the war, 
Talat lamented. As for the Bulgarians, they refused to take action without 
precisely such a guarantee from Bucharest. Negotiations with Bulgaria 
would forge ahead, and Talat repeated the now-familiar line that the 
Ottoman army would march immediately once Sofia entered the war. 
Should the grand vezir oppose intervention after Bulgaria’s decision, 
Talat claimed that he and his colleagues would enter the war anyway 
and force Said Halim’s resignation. Given that Talat, as we have seen, 
was not actually interested in a Bulgarian—Ottoman offensive alliance, it 
follows that he too was working to gain additional time in the hope that the 
war would be decided before the Ottomans were forced to intervene. 
Reporting his conversation to Berlin on September 6, Wangenheim con- 
tended that an operation against Odessa would not be possible for at least 
another ten to fourteen days for logistical reasons. He also challenged the 
plan itself, noting that the officers of the Usedom mission considered the 
landing on the open Russian coast to be highly problematic because only a 
small number of troops could be set ashore in such an operation. The 
troops would be so limited in number that they would not be able to push 
their way to Galicia, where they would be needed to reinforce the 
Austro-Hungarian army. For these reasons, Wangenheim recommended 
focusing on a campaign against the British in Egypt rather than the naval 
operation against Russia, ° a major shift in the war plans under deliber- 
ation, although one Berlin too favored. 

In a subsequent telegram the same day, Wangenheim indicated that the 
Porte’s finances were dwindling rapidly and that the authorities were 
certain to turn to Berlin for financial support sooner rather than later. In 
response to Moltke’s strong words of September 4, and in an attempt to 
salvage the continuation of German aid, Wangenheim suggested that Berlin 
provide financial support initially only for those military undertakings 
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designed to support primarily German interests. Although it is unclear 
whether Wangenheim was expressing his personal opinion, or whether he 
was conveying Ottoman requests without explicitly saying so, he recom- 
mended that Berlin finance Ottoman operations “such as the push against 
Egypt, [an operation] from which the Ottoman Empire can expect no real 
advantage. Later on, however, we will also have to consider subsidies for 
the [Ottoman] army in Europe.””' 

It is striking that Wangenheim persistently requested further aid for the 
Ottomans while defending their neutrality, despite the demand from his 
superiors for immediate action. It also becomes clear from Wangenheim’s 
correspondence that the purpose behind Ottoman military action was to 
serve German objectives. This rationale is evident, especially in the even- 
tual German-Ottoman campaign against the Suez Canal in February 
1915. After the war, one of the key planners behind the campaign, 
Kress, wrote in a private letter to the German Near East scholar Karl 
Süssheim that the empire had nothing to gain from the Egyptian expedi- 
tion launched in 1915. On the contrary, no one expected the successful 
crossing of the canal, let alone the capture of Egypt or Cairo. The sole 
purpose of the campaign, according to Kress, was to compel a British 
troop build-up there. In this way, the operation would draw troops away 
from the western front and provide relief there to the Central Powers.” 


The German “no” to Ottoman requests for military aid, 
September 10, 1914 


Thus German authorities did not care much about the specific shape 
Ottoman intervention would take. In response to Wangenheim’s report, 
Bethmann retorted that the Sublime Porte should open hostilities against 
Russia even if troops could not be landed and no real military objective 
would be achieved. The chancellor also offered the Egyptian option as an 
alternative: 


Only an attack against the Suez Canal could prove truly decisive. A large-scale 
Turkish undertaking against English rule in Egypt seems currently out of the 
question, however. But it seems possible to obtain Enver’s approval now for an 
expedition against the Suez Canal of twenty to thirty thousand men, marching 
from Damascus via Jerusalem or Maan ... I ask that you discuss this plan first 
with the German experts and with the military and naval leaders, [Liman and 
Souchon] and that you then get Enver’s opinion [regarding this plan] and report 
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back, including what Enver would demand in terms of weapons and ammunition. 
I emphasize once again the urgency of this matter and place its solution in your 
energetic hands.”’ 


Wangenheim’s discussion of Suez with Enver and Liman, however, sim- 
ply provided both men with the opportunity to fill out their wish lists. The 
latter requested the dispatch of ten additional officers from Germany for 
the attack on the canal. Enver said he needed a minimum of six 
quick-firing field artilleries (Schnellfeuerbatterien) along with ammunition. 
The war minister also seized the opportunity to renew previous requests 
for ammunition and to place new ones: “Completely lacking is ammuni- 
tion for the four 10.5 cm howitzers. [For] these he [Enver] asks provi- 
sionally for a minimum of eight thousand rounds.””* 

Enver made known his preference for an offensive in the Caucasus 
rather than the Egyptian campaign, claiming that collaboration with the 
Georgian population would be more fruitful. Indispensable for such an 
invasion, however, were rifles and ammunition for the Georgians. He had 
requested these weapons before, Enver reminded the ambassador, and he 
now pushed for their prompt delivery. Passing on Enver’s request, 
Wangenheim seemed to apologize for this counter-demand by pointing 
to the bad news arriving from the battlefront. The Austro-Hungarian 
defeat by Russian forces at Lemberg in mid-September had upset the 
Ottoman leadership. Enver’s commitment to the alliance and interven- 
tion remained unshaken, Wangenheim insisted, but these reassurances 
had begun to ring hollow in Berlin. Enver regularly overstated his enthu- 
siasm for intervention in order to make up for the delay, and, by extension, 
to keep German financial support and matériel flowing. Even though 
Istanbul’s tactics must by now have been glaringly transparent, 
Wangenheim dutifully proclaimed once more that “Enver is still prepared 
to strike at any cost and at any time,” and he relayed the war minister’s 
statement that he did not “fear the Anglo-French fleet, even if it should 
enter the Dardanelles, because, in any case, it could not land.” And Enver 
did offer something tangible: a naval demonstration in the Black Sea that 
would pass by the Bulgarian and Romanian port cities Varna and Constanta, 
thereby putting pressure, through intimidation, on the two Balkan states. 
He even suggested that the fleet could also engage Russian naval 
forces. These disparate promises for intervention deeply dismayed those 
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in Berlin. Presenting yet another vague plan for action, Wangenheim’s 
closing remark clouded the picture only further: 


I will try everything in my power to succeed in carrying through the naval dem- 
onstration. Should I not succeed, it will only remain for the Goeben and the Breslau 
to break through the Bosporus and begin the operation themselves. This [event] 
would probably drag the Ottomans along. Speedy Austrian victories in Galicia are 
hoped for.” 


Jagow sent a brief reply indicating that Enver’s request had been for- 
warded to the German war minister, and declared that “quick Ottoman 
action against Russia” had now become urgent. He acknowledged that the 
expedition against Egypt required additional time, and endorsed the idea 
of a naval demonstration in the Black Sea.’ Jagow feared that insistence 
on the Egyptian campaign would only delay the Ottoman decision: “If we 
press for an expedition against Egypt, which requires several more weeks 
of preparation, prior to a declaration of war, we give the Ottoman Empire a 
certain right to consider a declaration of war premature and to postpone it 
further.” Then Jagow put forth his own view on how to bring about 
intervention. Once the fleet entered the Black Sea, “[e]verything else 
will follow.” 

Ifthe Ottoman leaders, and Wangenheim, had assumed that additional 
military aid would be forthcoming in order to bring Istanbul closer to 
intervention, the reply of September 10 by General Falkenhayn, the war 
minister, must have come as a surprise. In agreement with the general 
staff, Falkenhayn explained, he had decided to stop all further “requests 
for officers, artillery, and ammunition.” No such requests “should be 
honored until the Ottoman Empire was at war with Germany’s enemies.” 
Thus, “from the moment hostilities begin, [Ottoman] wishes will be 
followed to the greatest extent possible.””® 

Enver set out immediately to test his ally’s new policy, inquiring 
through his military attaché in Berlin, Cemil Bey, about four 28 cm 
guns, which had been built by Krupp for the Belgian army but confiscated 
along with their ammunition. Enver asked for the cannons to be installed 
at the Dardanelles against an Entente naval attack. Berlin stuck to its hard 
line. From a war ministry official Cemil learned that the guns and further 
aid would be forthcoming immediately upon intervention. Demanding 


95 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 8, 1914, no. 752. 

96 PA/AA,R 1914, Jagow to Auswärtiges Amt, September 9, 1914, no. 117, and its draft in 
PA/AA, R 22402, Jagow to Wangenheim, September 9, 1914, no. 117. 

97 PA/AA, R 22402, Jagow to Zimmermann, draft dated September 10, 1914. (Emphasis in 
original.) 

98 PA/AA, R 22402, Jagow to Wangenheim, September 10, 1914, no. 121. 


150 The Ottoman Road to War in 1914 


that the Ottomans finally throw in their lot with Germany, he sweetened 
the pill by touching on Berlin’s larger vision for the Ottoman Empire: 
“Germany is now so involved in the Ottoman Empire that our prestige 
and principal war aim incontrovertibly demand that we should support 
the Ottoman Empire in the future also.” But intervention was necessary 
first. Cemil assured his colleague that the delay resulted neither from any 
lack of commitment among the members of the cabinet nor from any 
other political consideration, but stemmed only from the slow pace of 
mobilization.”” 

The Ottomans continued their attempts at restoring the flow of 
German aid. A “representative of the naval office,” probably Enver’s 
confidant Hans Humann, inquired on the Porte’s behalf whether Berlin 
would provide 25 million German Marks, or about 1.35 million Ottoman 
pounds,'°° for the expedition against Egypt. Jagow’s deputy, Arthur 
Zimmermann, suggested that a larger amount of 100 million German 
Marks, or about 5.4 million Ottoman pounds, should be offered as a 
general war subsidy, to be paid out in installments once Ottoman military 
action got underway.'°' Responding to Bethmann’s instructions of 
September 7 regarding the Egypt expedition, Liman claimed that the 
campaign required much smaller funds, that is, about 100,000 Ottoman 
pounds, or less than 2 million German Marks.'°* Consulting with Jagow, 
Zimmermann stressed that Liman’s proposal should be understood as a 
first installment and that a general schedule for subsidies should be 
implemented along the lines of his own recent proposal.'°’ Eventually 
Jagow approved the disposition of 100,000 Ottoman pounds for the 
expedition against Egypt but maintained that any further subsidies 
could come only after Ottoman intervention. This was it! The German 
government would categorically reject any further requests for aid from 
now on. °t Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg concurred with the decision 


°° PA/AA, R 22402, General Headquarters to Auswärtiges Amt, September 11, 1914. 

100 One Ottoman pound exchanged for about 18.5 German Marks and 1.1 British pounds; 
see Sevket Pamuk, “Evolution in the Ottoman Monetary System,” in Suraiya Faroghi, 
Bruce McGowan, Donald Quataert, and Sevket Pamuk, An Economic and Social History 
of the Ottoman Empire, vol. II, 1600-1914 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1994; paperback edn., 1997), 972. 

101 DA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 10, 1914, Report No. 11. 

102 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 11, 1914, no. 785. 

103 PA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 12, 1914, no. 393. 

104 DA/AA, R 1914, Jagow to Auswärtiges Amt, September 13, 1914, no. 140. Bethmann 
approved the transfer of 100,000 Ottoman pounds in gold (1.85 million German Marks) 
three days later; see PA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 16, 1914, 
which bears Chancellor Bethmann’s handwritten approval. 
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demanding a declaration of war against Russia before further subsidies 
were granted.'”” The Ottomans had exhausted German patience. 

Meanwhile, the Bulgarian prime minister, Radoslavov, intimated that 
his country would remain neutral for the time being because of a possible 
Romanian attack.'°° Wangenheim reported that Sofia’s declaration had 
visibly rattled Ottoman circles: “The Ottomans will not send their troops 
into the Black Sea as they said earlier. [They will not do so] until Bulgaria 
has entered the war.” An expedition against the Russians in Batum, 
Wangenheim explained, was still possible, but it would require the arming 
of the Georgian population with rifles, still due to arrive in Istanbul.'°’ 
Yet, with an Ottoman campaign in the Balkans out of the question in the 
face of Bulgarian neutrality and the Egyptian expedition in need of addi- 
tional preparation, Kaiser Wilhelm II, evidently brushing aside 
Wangenheim’s objections, pressed for the naval attack on Russia. 
Through his chief of the admiralty staff, Admiral Hugo von Pohl, the 
kaiser instructed Souchon to take the fleet into the Black Sea and to attack 
the Russian fleet. Souchon was notified that: 


His Majesty the Kaiser wants energetic action in the Black Sea, as soon as you feel 
strong enough and the Dardanelles have been rendered defensible against an 
attack. Objective of the operation is to neutralize the Russian Black Sea Fleet 
and to gain naval supremacy in the Black Sea. 1°’ 


But the specific form of Ottoman intervention still mattered little to 
Berlin, as long as it did in fact occur, and as soon as possible. War could 
even be brought about by attacking the Entente ships patrolling the south- 
ern mouth of the Dardanelles, lying in wait for the Goeben and the Breslau 
in case they attempted to re-enter the Aegean. Wilhelm II suggested: 
“Continue to pursue [plans for the] impairment of enemy forces outside 
the Dardanelles through attacks with torpedo boats.” 19° 


105 PA/AA, R 22402, Jagow to Zimmermann, September 12, 1914, Reply to Report No. 11. 


106 PA/AA, R 22402, Michahelles to Auswärtiges Amt, September 9, 1914 (telegram 
number illegible). 

107 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 11, 1914, no. 779, and 

submitted to Jagow as PA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 13, 1914, 

no. 394. 

PA/AA, R 22402, Pohl to Jagow, September 12, 1914, Report no. 93. These instructions 

reached Ambassador Wangenheim and Admiral Souchon in Istanbul on September 14, 

1914. See PA/AA, R 1914, Bethmann to Auswärtiges Amt, September 14, 1914, no. 43. 

Copy for Navy Ministry in BA-MA, RM 5 - 2320, Bethmann to Auswärtiges Amt, 

September 14, 1914, no. 43. Bethmann’s telegram conveying Wilhelm’s instructions 

was drafted by Jagow on September 14, 1914, see PA/AA, R 22402, Jagow to 

Wangenheim, [draft] September 14, 1914, no. 7. 
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Grand Vezir Said Halim Pasha took advantage of the new international 
dynamic generated by the July Crisis. As a result of the conflict between 
Austria-Hungary and Serbia, the Central Powers could no longer reject 
Ottoman appeals for alliance, and the grand vezir succeeded in conclud- 
ing an alliance with Germany on August 2, 1914. In his efforts to form the 
alliance, Said Halim was aided by Enver, without whose promise of 
immediate military action Berlin would not have been won. During the 
weeks to follow, the Ottoman leaders found themselves under intense 
German pressure to deliver the military support as promised. They had 
hoped either to stay outside the war entirely or to enter it only in its final 
stages, but their paramount foreign policy concern was to preserve the 
alliance they had formed with Germany and to preserve it into the postwar 
period. As a result, Enver vociferously declared his commitment to war 
even while stalling on any concrete action. From the Ottoman perspec- 
tive, what would come to be known as the Great War was, for the moment, 
a Great Opportunity. Those at the helm of state hoped that through the 
German alliance the empire could regain its international security and, 
eventually, its international status. 


6 Salvation through war? 





Their negotiations with German representatives in Istanbul from August 
through October 1914 reveal an Ottoman leadership that viewed partic- 
ipation in the war as an acceptable but perhaps avoidable policy, and 
sought to delay entry for as long as possible. The goal was to preserve 
the German-Ottoman alliance and the ability to draw on German assis- 
tance during the war and, even more importantly, after the war, with no 
great expenditure of Ottoman resources or blood. 

At least theoretically, Ottoman decision-makers still enjoyed two 
alternatives. The first — alignment with the Entente — would have 
entailed the dismissal of the three German military missions from the 
empire, headed respectively by General Liman von Sanders, Admiral 
Souchon, and Admiral Usedom, and consisting of over a thousand 
German officers and personnel. The loss of this military aid effectively 
would have meant Ottoman demobilization and future reliance on 
Britain, France, and/or Russia. The second entailed commitment to and 
financial reliance on Germany, and consequently the willingness to 
participate in the war on the side of the Central Powers. This second 
option held the promise of long-term international security and economic 
development in the framework of a Great Power alliance. Said Halim 
Pasha, in particular, viewed the alliance chiefly as a means to 
long-term Ottoman recovery. 

Joining either bloc, however, brought with it a host of dangers. On the 
one hand, given the well-known Russian territorial and extensive British 
and French economic interests in the empire, joining the Entente would 
place the empire’s future at the discretion of its alliance partners. 
Alignment with the Central Powers, on the other hand, would bring the 
empire into open hostility with Britain, France, and Russia. Since the 
most important determinant of Ottoman policy in 1914 was the concern 
for long-term international security and economic development, the 
German-Ottoman negotiation process throughout the summer of 1914 
must be seen in this context. And even after the empire entered the war, 
these concerns continued to shape decision-making in Istanbul. Once 
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they launched the naval attack on Russia across the Black Sea in late 
October 1914, therefore, the Ottoman leaders went to work immediately 
to expand the terms of the August treaty, which was revised and then 
signed on January 11, 1915.’ 

Once Berlin declared on September 10, 1914, its refusal to provide any 
further material or financial assistance until the Ottomans took up arms, 
key cabinet members abandoned the policy of delay. As the ultimatum 
was followed by urgent demands for intervention from the highest ranks in 
Berlin, including Kaiser Wilhelm IJ, War Minister Falkenhayn, and 
Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg, the alliance became strained to the 
point of rupture. Given the Ottoman leaders’ hope for long-term 
German-Ottoman cooperation, it became necessary to shed the image 
ofthe hesitant and self-serving coquette, playing off one suitor against the 
other, and instead to accept the role of committed and loyal spouse. 
Enver, in particular, fulfilled this role by acting as the uncompromising 
war hawk. 

During the days following Falkenhayn’s notification that Germany 
would not provide additional assistance until the Ottomans entered the 
war, Enver initially sought to soften Berlin’s attitude by going back to the 
prospect of a joint Bulgarian-Ottoman campaign in the Balkans.’ At a 
meeting on September 13, Enver assured Wangenheim, Liman, 
Souchon, and Usedom that he had once again offered Sofia immediate 
military cooperation. A joint operation, Enver explained, would be two- 
pronged, with one front moving against Serbia, and a second front, if 
Romanian cooperation could be secured, against Russia. Should the 
Romanians decide not to join the Bulgarian—Ottoman forces, Ottoman 
troops would march through Bulgaria and guard the Bulgarian northern 
border against a Romanian attack. As a result, the Bulgarian army would 
have a free hand against Serbia. Such an operation could take place within 
three weeks’ time, provided Bulgaria mobilized immediately. The deci- 
sion, therefore, according to the Porte, once again rested with the 
Bulgarian government.’ 


! ATASE, BDH, Klasör 1649, Yeni Dosya 41, Fihrist 8-8/2. 

2 PA/AA,R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 12, 1914, no. 791, reaching 
Jagow the next day, see PA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 13, 1914, 
no. 401. 

3 PA/AA,R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 13, 1914, no. 795, reaching 
Jagow on September 13, see PA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 13, 
1914, no. 401; BA-MA, RM 40 - 282, sheet 61, Humann to Souchon, Besprechung mit 
Oberstleutnant v. Kress am 12. September 1914 [Conversation with Lieutenant Colonel 
Kress on September 12, 1914]. 
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Enver understood his role and continued to appear fully committed 
to intervention. He was aided by divisions in Germany’s own 
military establishment. When at the same meeting Souchon, Usedom, 
and Wangenheim opposed the operation proposed by Liman, an 
attempt to land troops near Odessa on Russia’s Black Sea coast, 
with Souchon pointing to the dangerous nature of the mission, 
Enver expressed his support for Liman’s plan despite the high risk 
that it entailed. Reporting back to Berlin, Wangenheim wrote that 
Liman’s operation “has only about a 10 percent chance [of success] 
according to the admirals,” but “Liman seems to have won over Enver 
to it.” A few days later, however, Enver joined the rest of the Ottoman 
cabinet in refusing to authorize the fleet to go into the Black Sea, 
suggesting that he was in less of a hurry than he had led his German 
colleagues to believe.* 

Given the German officers’ verdict against the Odessa operation, Berlin 
did not back Liman’s plan, despite Enver’s apparent support for it. 
Instead, it suggested a naval encounter in the Black Sea, sufficient to 
bring the Ottomans into war, though without any hope of landing troops 
and threatening Russian operations on the eastern front. Berlin’s strate- 
gists hoped that Ottoman intervention would fire up a global rebellion 
among the millions of Muslim subjects living under Entente colonial rule 
in North Africa, India, and Central Asia. Once the clash in the Black Sea 
brought the caliphate into the war, the Ottoman forces could stage 
campaigns into territories controlled by the enemy but with majority 
Muslim populations: 


The expedition against Egypt and anti-British Islamic movements continue to be 
our central war aim. Please inform Liman that this is His Majesty’s wish ... Our 
military authorities consider a landing of troops in Odessa prior to gaining naval 
superiority in the Black Sea to be impossible because of the danger posed to the 
transports [by the Russian fleet]. His Majesty orders that General Liman be 
informed of this decision.” 


4 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 13, 1914, no. 795. 
Wangenheim requested appropriate instructions for Liman to be sent immediately in 
order to resolve the dispute (Streitfrage) among the German leaders. 

> PA/AA, R 1914, Bethmann Hollweg to Auswärtiges Amt, September 14, 1914, no. 43. 
Copy for Navy Ministry in BA-MA, RM 5 - 2320, sheets 3-4. Bethmann’s telegram 
conveying Wilhelm’s orders was drafted by German Foreign Secretary Jagow, see PA/ 
AA, R 22402, Türkei Nr. 18, Jagow to Wangenheim, draft dated September 14, 1914, 
no. 7. Wilhelm’s orders had reached the Auswärtiges Amt in a memorandum by the 
German Chief of the Admiralty Staff Pohl, see PA/AA, R 22402, Türkei Nr.18, Pohl to 
Jagow, September 12, 1914, Report no. 93. 
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This telegram, signed by Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg and arriving in 
Istanbul on September 14, 1914, also included a message for Admiral 
Souchon from Kaiser Wilhelm II: stage “energetic action in the Black Sea 
as soon as you feel strong enough.”° 

During the subsequent days, German military leaders reinforced the 
kaiser’s orders. Falkenhayn, by now also the chief of the general staff, 
wrote Liman during the critical days of mid-September: “As I explained in 
my letter of August 10 ... an expedition against Egypt is of great impor- 
tance.” Given the circumstances, however, Falkenhayn instructed Liman 
to take whatever the Ottomans offered: “in the meantime, it is central to 
our objectives that Turkey take some action. Your Excellency is therefore 
instructed to accept any plans for action suggested by Turkey, and you are 
to subordinate to this objective unconditionally any reservations about 
such operations you might have.”’ 

The Germans hoped for a number of new developments from an 
Ottoman entry into the war: anti-colonial, Islamic revolutions in 
Entente territories; Russian assignment of additional troops to the 
Caucasus and the Black Sea regions; a shift in Bulgarian and Romanian 
opinion as the Central Powers demonstrated naval superiority in the Black 
Sea; and even the acceleration of Ottoman preparations for the expedition 
against Egypt. 


The second German-Ottoman crisis over Ottoman 
intervention, September 14-22 


In the Balkans, the Austro-Hungarian offensive against Serbia was turning 
into a debacle. This unexpected setback caused grave concern among the 
prospective allies of the Central Powers. The Ottoman delegation in 
charge of concluding a military convention with Bulgaria returned 
empty-handed from Sofia for a second time.” With the weak showing of 
the Habsburg army, Bulgaria’s King Ferdinand and Prime Minister 


6 PA/AA, R 1914, Bethmann Hollweg to Auswärtiges Amt, September 14, 1914, no. 43, and 
BA-MA, RM 40 - 454, sheet 332, Bethmann Hollweg to Souchon, September 14, 1914. 

7 PAJAA, R 22402, Falkenhayn to Liman, September 16, 1914. 

8 For the initially promising news out of Sofia turning into bad news, see PA/AA, R 1914, 
Michahelles to Auswärtiges Amt, September 14, 1914, no. 137; PA/AA, R 22402, 
Zimmermann to Jagow, September 15, 1914, no. 422; PA/AA, R 1914, Michahelles to 
Auswartiges Amt, September 15, 1914, no. 140; PA/AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, 
September 16, 1914, no. 437; and BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 232, Corcovado to 
Goeben, September 16, 1914. 
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Radoslavov were increasingly unwilling to give in to the demands of their 
own nationalists at home for what they regarded a costly war against 
Romania and Serbia, the kingdom’s recent enemies of the Balkan Wars. 
In the end, Bulgarian leaders maintained their policy of neutrality until 
October 1915, when financial aid from Berlin and the hope of regaining 
lost territories in Macedonia finally enticed them to join the Central 
Powers.’ In autumn 1914, however, since no Bulgarian relief for the 
Austro-Hungarian forces could be expected, Berlin and Vienna called 
for Ottoman action more urgently than ever. 

Charged with the kaiser’s orders of September 14, Admiral Souchon 
immediately went to work towards taking the entire Ottoman fleet, led by 
its new flagship, the Goeben, into the Black Sea. He notified Cemal and 
Enver that the fleet would go into the Black Sea for naval exercises the 
following day.'” Enver evidently authorized the maneuver initially, but in 
characteristic fashion the authorization was withdrawn soon afterwards. 
Souchon, who had been appointed commander-in-chief of the Ottoman 
navy, was furious. He fully intended to carry out the kaiser’s orders. As a 
result, an intense confrontation ensued between German and Ottoman 
leaders about whether Souchon was subordinate to German or Ottoman 
orders. 

Austria-Hungary’s failure to defeat its small Serbian neighbor exacer- 
bated this heated situation, as did, even more, the spectacular defeats 
Russia inflicted on Habsburg forces in Galicia — totaling losses of 350,000 
men — on the eastern front during September.'' Admiral Usedom, head of 
the team of German fortification and artillery specialists that had arrived 
in Istanbul in late August, described the atmosphere in a letter of 
September 18 to Admiral Georg von Müller, chief of the kaiser’s naval 
cabinet in Berlin. Usedom reported that “the general situation here has 
not changed. Bulgaria has not taken a stand [for us]. The mood in Turkey 
against war is stronger than ever, a result of the negative news from Galicia 
and the fact that news has not yet arrived here from the western front.” 1? 
As a result of these early Austrian defeats, the Ottomans refused to go 
ahead with Souchon’s plans. They ordered the “cancellation of the fleet’s 
maneuver in the Black Sea, by which we hoped to force a decision through 
an encounter with Russian ships, or, if these did not show themselves, by 
sending a strong message to Bulgaria and Romania.” 1° Usedom then tried 


° Friedrich, Bulgarien und die Mächte, 133-279. 

10 BA-MA, RM 40 - 454, sheet 333, Souchon to Enver and Cemal, September 14, 1914. 
11 Strachan, The First World War, vol. I, To Arms, 356. 

12 BA-MA, RM 40 - 1, sheet 9, Usedom to Müller, September 18, 1914. !? Ibid. 
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to force the Ottomans’ hand, potentially risking the German—Ottoman 
alliance altogether: 


The situation cannot be tolerated in this manner any longer. We have offered the 
Turks our ships, officers, crew as well as innumerable weapons and equipment 
without anything in return. Souchon will therefore take the fleet out to the Black 
Sea the day after tomorrow, with four or five ships and a few torpedo boats. If the 
Turkish ships are kept back, he will take out only his own two ships, [the Goeben 
and the Breslau] flying the Turkish flag. And, I think, in that way the die will be 


cast. a 


Relations between the two allies had reached boiling-point. It had become 
abundantly clear that the alliance could survive only if the Ottomans at last 
took action. 

The mystery of Enver’s “authorization” and its subsequent withdrawal 
was soon solved. On September 19, Wangenheim reported to his superior 
in Berlin, Deputy Foreign Secretary Arthur Zimmermann, that an 
embassy informant, perhaps Humann, had learned about a heated cabinet 
meeting on September 16; that is, two days after the kaiser’s exigent 
demand for immediate Ottoman action. During the course of the meet- 
ing, Grand Vezir Said Halim had declared once again his strict opposition 
to the fleet’s proposed excursion into the Black Sea, correctly surmising 
that Souchon would use the opportunity to cause an incident with the 
Russian fleet. Said Halim had already articulated his thoughts about naval 
maneuvers in the Black Sea to the German embassy on several occasions 
since the warships’ arrival on August 10, 1914. He viewed such maneu- 
vers as dangerous activity that would involve the empire in a war with 
Russia at an untimely moment — which of course was precisely what Berlin 
desired. According to the informant, Enver had refused to withdraw 
instructions to take the fleet into the Black Sea now that they had been 
issued to the German admiral. The grand vezir then threatened to resign, 
upon which Talat, the interior minister, intervened and pressured Enver 
to withdraw the order. According to Wangenheim, Talat made his case by 
promising Enver that no minister would oppose Black Sea maneuvers 
once Bulgaria had decided on action. Eventually Enver withdrew the 
order, but he emphasized that this would be the first and last time he 
reversed an order already issued. "°? 


14 Thid. 

15 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 19, 1914, no. 836; 
BA-MA, RM 40 - 4, sheets, 113-15, Besprechung mit Enver Pascha am 26.9.1914 
[Conversation with Enver Pasha on September 26, 1914]. Smaller parts of the fleet 
were still permitted to exercise in the Black Sea, however. See BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, 
sheet 347, Enver to Souchon, September 19, 1914. 
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In fact, the cancellation of Souchon’s authorization can be traced back to 
Cemal Pasha, the navy minister, who had written the admiral immediately 
upon learning of the planned naval excursion. In vituperative language 
(zinhar, “beware!”), Cemal admonished Souchon not to undertake any 
actions without prior instructions: “The fleet’s entry into the Black Sea 
represents a political act [bir siyasi teşebbüs olub] on the part of the Ottoman 
government.” Such a naval maneuver, he continued, was “inappropriate 
[münasib değildir)” and could be authorized only by cabinet decision (buna 
ancak kabine heyeti canibinden karar verilmek ve ona müsteniden icra edilmek 
lazımdır). Instead of pursuing such activities, Cemal rather condescend- 
ingly concluded, Souchon should turn his attention to the upcoming 
ceremonial naval parade, scheduled for September 17. Souchon then 
immediately instructed Humann to lodge a protest with Enver.'° 

Cemal notified his colleagues in the cabinet that the question of naval 
maneuvers would be discussed at their next meeting, '’ and Enver sent a 
telegram to Souchon ordering him to postpone the excursion until 
further notice (donanmanin Karadeniz’e gıkması emr-i ahire kadar te’hir 
edilmisdir).'* In the meantime, Admiral Souchon submitted personally 
his protest to Said Halim to no avail. Humann, in a meeting with Enver on 
the morning of September 20, demanded a comprehensive statement on 
just what was the admiral’s capacity as the commander-in-chief of the 
Ottoman navy.'” The same day, Enver took Humann’s question to yet 
another cabinet meeting. This meeting produced a detailed reply to 
Humann and Souchon’s protests, describing the Porte’s position 
regarding Souchon and the question of taking the fleet into the Black 
Sea. In what amounted to a significant change in policy, the cabinet 
acknowledged Souchon’s right to accept and carry out orders from 
Berlin, even if these orders contradicted Ottoman wishes and interests. 
Remarkably, Enver emphasized that “the current political situation did 
not allow the Ottoman government to authorize” naval maneuvers in the 
Black Sea, regardless of whether the admiral promised “not to provoke 
any incidents that would result in war.” The cabinet thus acknowledged 
that the German admiral could not be expected to “put aside his love for 
his fatherland and sense of duty” once out at sea. The reply also stated that 


16 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 87, Yeni Dosya 449, Fihrist 1, Souchon to Cemal, 1 Eylül 1330 
(September 14, 1914), and Cemal to Souchon, 1 Eylül 1330 (September 14, 1914); 
BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, Cemal to Souchon, sheet 354 and reverse, September 14, 1914. 

17 BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 350, Humann to Souchon, September 19, 1914. 

18 BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 349, Enver to Souchon, September 16, 1914. 

19 BA-MA, RM 40 - 456, sheets 447-9, Humann to Souchon, September 20, 1914. 
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the cabinet could not prevent Souchon from taking out the Goeben and the 
Breslau into the Black Sea, nor from attacking the Russian fleet or coast. In 
that event, however, the Sublime Porte would make a statement disavow- 
ing the admiral’s action and stating that it occurred against Ottoman 
orders. Ottoman ships, moreover, could not be sent into the Black Sea, 
because such action would most probably be understood by the Entente 
as the end of neutrality, an outcome deemed undesirable at the 
moment.” Enver added that his government would request Berlin to 
change Admiral Souchon’s status to that of an Ottoman admiral, a change 
that would permit Souchon to take Ottoman ships into the Black Sea as 
well, without violating the government’s declaration of neutrality. Asked 
about this change, Souchon noted on October 5: “If I can continue to do 
as I please with the German ships, I have no objections to becoming a 
Turkish admiral and getting a firmer grip on the Turkish ships.””' 

More importantly, Humann also learned that the speaker of the 
Ottoman chamber of deputies, Halil Bey, would embark on a trip to 
Berlin to present the reasons preventing the empire’s entry into the war 
and to seek the German government’s support for continued neutrality.” 
As always, and as Ottoman decision-makers themselves knew, these 
efforts simultaneously to preserve the German alliance and to maintain 
a policy of neutrality were in direct conflict. Now, perhaps, their string had 
run out. 

Wangenheim then met with Grand Vezir Said Halim Pasha on the 
question of Souchon’s authority. The ambassador declared that the 
Goeben and the Breslau were still German ships and would refuse to take 
Ottoman orders. Said Halim retorted that the cabinet feared Admiral 
Souchon would attack the Russian fleet against their wishes; he and the 


20 BA-MA, RM 40 - 456, sheets 452-4, Humann to Souchon, September 20, 1914. Based 
on the information provided by Enver to Humann in this meeting, Wangenheim reported 
to Berlin regarding the current impasse, see PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges 
Amt, September 21, 1914, no. 847. 

The Ottoman ambassador at Berlin, Mahmud Muhtar Pasha, submitted a request for 
Souchon’s entry into the Ottoman navy as admiral to the German government on 
September 23, 1914. Souchon, a rear admiral (Konteradmiral) in the German navy, 
carried the rank of vice-admiral in the Ottoman navy, see PA/AA, R 22402, 
Zimmermann to Jagow, September 23, 1914, no. 533. The offer was accepted immedi- 
ately in Berlin, see PA/AA, R 1914, Jagow to Auswärtiges Amt, September 24, 1914, 
no. 193. Souchon seems not to have been contacted about the issue until October 5, 
1914, see BA-MA, RM 40 -456, sheets 302-3, Vertrauliche Mitteilungen vom 5. 
Oktober 1914 [Confidential Report of October 5, 1914], Humann to Souchon. 
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R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 21, 1914, no. 847. 


21 


Salvation through war? 161 


cabinet felt the appropriate moment for such action had not yet arrived. 
Wangenheim, in turn, warned that by continuing to stall intervention, the 
Ottoman Empire was increasingly losing any future claims to the spoils of 
the war. If the empire waited for victory to be assured before it intervened, 
the German government would hardly reward the Ottomans for their 
participation. This argument represented Berlin’s principal leverage 
over its Ottoman ally. Wangenheim urged that the empire fulfill its part 
of the alliance and make up for its earlier foot-dragging by taking the 
following steps forthwith. First, the Sublime Porte should demonstrate 
naval superiority in the Black Sea through decisive action against the 
Russian navy, thereby winning over Bulgaria and Romania to the side of 
the Central Powers and elevating its own standing in the Islamic world. 
Second, the Porte should advance Muslim agitation against the Entente, 
towards which end Germany would provide financial and material aid. 
And, finally, the Ottoman government should keep troops mobilized 
against Romania in order to keep that Balkan country neutral if it could 
not be won over to the Central Powers.” 

While Wangenheim was obligated to follow Berlin’s orders to force 
intervention, he was atthe same time, as we have seen, personally opposed 
to it. Hence, while he claimed to be doing everything in his powers to bring 
the Ottomans to action, the ambassador continued to justify Ottoman 
passivity in his correspondence with Berlin. He pointed out that “Liman, 
the admirals, and I [work] constantly and with greatest efforts” towards 
Ottoman entry.** Ottoman non-intervention stemmed from continued 
uncertainty in the Balkans and the other active theaters of war. The 
Central Powers’ setbacks in Galicia and the stalemate on the western 
front were feeding Ottoman doubts and hesitation.” Wangenheim also 
reminded his superiors of the turmoil the German demands were creating 
within the Ottoman government itself. Enver had withdrawn Souchon’s 
authorization for all fleet maneuvers in the Black Sea only in the face of a 
major cabinet crisis, in which the grand vezir, Said Halim Pasha, had 
threatened to resign.”° 


23 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 20, 1914, no. 848; PA/ 
AA, R 22402, Zimmermann to Jagow, September 21, 1914, no. 505. See also Ahmad, 
“Ottoman Armed Neutrality and Intervention,” 68-9, and Trumpener, Germany and the 
Ottoman Empire, 40-1. 

. PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 19, 1914, no. 834. 

Ibid. 

26 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 19, 1914, no. 836. 
Wangenheim’s telegram to Berlin was based on information provided by Naval Captain 
Humann, see BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 350, Humann to Souchon, September 19, 1914. 
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It is quite possible, however, that the meeting of September 16 pro- 
ceeded much less dramatically than Enver’s account to Humann suggests. 
We can never be entirely sure, because although theoretically all cabinet 
meetings were recorded and cabinet decisions transmitted to the appro- 
priate government agencies for implementation, the meeting of 
September 16 was not. And, in fact, not putting down in writing cabinet 
decisions of a political character appears to have been the usual practice.” 

Based on positions taken by Enver during the previous and following 
weeks, it is likely that Enver consented to the view of his colleagues and 
that he favored postponement of military intervention as well. The specter 
of a cabinet crisis and the possibility of the grand vezir’s resignation in fact 
served as yet another excuse to Berlin for the delay in military action. The 
news of the grand vezir’s resignation would itself signal a loss of prestige 
for Germany in a world that was acutely aware of an existing “arrange- 
ment” between the current Ottoman cabinet and the Central Powers. In 
the propaganda war waged between the two camps attempting to woo the 
neutral Balkan states and to retain or acquire Italy, Said Halim’s resig- 
nation would have been interpreted as a blow to Germany and a sign that 
its paramount presence in Istanbul could no longer be taken for granted. 
Once again Enver could portray himself as being turned away from an 
interventionist course only at the final moment and under the heaviest of 
political pressure in the cabinet.”* 

In mid-September 1914, therefore, the cabinet asserted itself success- 
fully in staying out of the war in the face of Berlin’s strong demands for 
intervention. At the same time, however, the alliance was becoming 
increasingly fragile. The Germans let the Ottomans know that they were 
in real danger of squandering any claims to a serious role in peace 
negotiations at war’s end. That prospect dashed Ottoman hopes for future 
international security with German protection. The heated confrontation 
over naval maneuvers was eventually eased by the efforts of Ambassador 
Wangenheim, who instructed Souchon to be patient and filed a lengthy 
report detailing the ways in which neutrality actually benefited the 
German war effort. The Sublime Porte for its part promised to authorize 
Black Sea maneuvers under Souchon after the latter had officially been 
made an Ottoman admiral. Increasingly, the Ottoman leaders were forced 


27 See the records of the Ottoman cabinet, Meclis-i Vükelä, at the Ottoman Archives of the 
Turkish Prime Ministry, BOA, MV 190-MV 194 and MV 235-MV 237, covering the 
period July-November 1914. 

28 Evaluating the same telegram of September 19, 1914, Ulrich Trumpener expressed 
similar concerns: Germany and the Ottoman Empire, 42. 
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to choose between the alliance with Germany and their policy of 
non-belligerence. According to a colleague, Talat for one was aware of 
the danger: “We are caught vacillating in the middle. Each passing day we 
lose the confidence of our allies while compounding the enmity of the 
others. That’s called eating up your capital; therefore, we must make up 
our minds.””” 


Alliance or neutrality? 


Indeed, in Berlin the Auswärtiges Amt was considering drastic measures. 
Jagow asked General Liman von Sanders to report on possible ways by 
which the Ottoman Empire could be coerced into war. Although Liman’s 
actual reply has not turned up in the archives and may have been 
destroyed, we can deduce his recommendations from Wangenheim’s 
assessment of them, solicited by Jagow on September 23. 

Liman had advised that the Germans threaten to withdraw all support 
and officers, a tactic Wangenheim warned could result in a major diplo- 
matic debacle for Germany. The Entente’s proposals for an Ottoman 
alliance had foundered precisely on this point: the dismissal of the 
German officers. If Germany were to recall its officers on its own, it 
would be virtually throwing the Ottomans into the arms of the Entente; 
the Sublime Porte would surely present the departure of the Germans as 
meeting Entente conditions for an alliance: “Herr von Liman would 
appreciate Turkish benevolent neutrality more, if he knew about the 
incredible efforts the Triple Entente is making in order to remove us 
from our position here.”’’ Wangenheim thus contradicted Liman’s 
assertion that the empire’s neutrality only drained German resources. 
“T rather believe that benevolent Turkish neutrality is currently much 
more valuable to us than a premature Turkish declaration of war.”’' He 
explained: 


Turkey currently controls the Straits and the Black Sea. It has mobilized an army 
of over half a million and is thus an important factor in all questions regarding the 


2° Ahmad, “Ottoman Armed Neutrality and Intervention,” 65-6, citing Halil Bey (Mentese), 
Cumhuriyet, November 15, 1946, Ali Ihsan Sabis, Harp Hatıralarım: Birinci Dünya Harbi 
(Istanbul: Nehir, 1990), vol. II, 33-5, Y. T. Kurat, “How Turkey Drifted into World War I,” 
and Bayur, Türk Inkilab Tarihi, vol. IVi, 1914-1918 Genel Savaşı, 229-30. 

PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Jagow, September 24, 1914, no. 3, arriving in Berlin on 
the morning of September 26, 1914. A second copy [Abschrift] is found in PA/AA, R 1914. 
Wangenheim’s telegram bypassed Zimmermann, who instructed Wangenheim to resend 
it, see PA/AA, R 1914, Zimmermann to Wangenheim, October 7, 1914 [draft], no. 895. 
For Zimmermann’s inquiry regarding Wangenheim’s missing telegram, see PA/AA, R 
22403, Zimmermann to Jagow, October 10, 1914, no. 689. 

31 PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Jagow, September 24, 1914, no. 3. 
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Near East, particularly the Balkans. Since Turkey knows that its strength depends 
almost entirely on our officers, it will have to suit its policies to Germany’s wishes 
for as long as [it] needs our officers. Germany is hence currently in charge of 
Turkish affairs and is therefore able to control, through Turkey, the Straits, the 
Black Sea, and, to a certain extent, also the Balkans.*” 


Ottoman action, Wangenheim wrote, “depends on our successes” in the 
war, “and particularly on Austria, as well as on the attitude of Bulgaria.” *’ 
To Jagow’s question of whether forcing the empire into war “prior to a 
decision in Galicia would compromise the expedition against Egypt,” ** 
the baron left no doubt. “A sudden declaration of war on Russia would 
probably preclude the much more significant expedition against Egypt.” 
Premature intervention might also lead to a political shake-up in the 
capital and remove the leading pro-German figures from their current 
positions. And “in any case,” he added, “it is better that Turkey strike 
at a moment when it is ready to carry out the tasks it has been given, 
when the Caucasus and Egypt [expeditions] have been sufficiently pre- 
pared.” °° Thus Wangenheim continued to support the Porte’s policy of 
non-intervention then in place, one he saw as working to Germany’s own 
advantage, and recommended that Berlin accept it as well. 
Wangenheim’s reasoning, however, was not shared by Berlin. Alarmed 
by recent news about a substantial British offer of political and financial 
support in exchange for Ottoman neutrality,” Berlin exhorted immediate 
action. From a tactical perspective, too, military specialists were pointing 
to the need to act rapidly. In a detailed operational report of September 3, 
1914, Lieutenant Colonel Kress von Kressenstein warned that a naval 
strike against Odessa and the landing of troops there would have to be 
launched by the end of September at the latest because of weather con- 
ditions.” Thus despite its plausible argument, Wangenheim’s report 


32 Ibid. ?? Ibid. 

34 PA/AA, R 1914, Jagow to Constantinople [Ambassador Wangenheim], September 23, 
1914, no. 13. 

3 Ibid. 3° PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Jagow, September 24, 1914, no. 3. 

37 BA-MA, RM 40 —4, sheets 125-6, Vertrauliche Mitteilungen vom 22.9.14 [Confidential 
Report of September 22, 1914]. 

38 BA-MA, RM 40 - 130, sheets 343-5, Kress to Headquarters, Gesichtspunkte fiir die 
Durchführung einer Uebersee-Expedition [Considerations for the Execution of a Naval 
Expedition], September 3, 1914. Kress suggested landing four army corps at Odessa 
under the command of General Liman; received by the Ottomans as ATASE, BDH, 
Klasör 46, Yeni Dosya 215A, Fihrist 3 and 3-1, Kress to Ottoman General Headquarters, 
September 3, 1914; see also BA-MA, RM 40 - 281, sheets 306-8, Kress to Headquarters, 
Beurteilung der Lage am 4. September 1914 [General Assessment of September 4, 
1914]. 
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failed to convince his superiors, who continued to push for a quick strike 
against Russia. 

At the same time, the Ottoman leadership was bracing itself, in growing 
recognition that the war was unfolding in unexpected ways. From Cemil 
Bey in Berlin arrived extensive analyses of recent military developments 
and their implications for Ottoman policy. The German plan on the 
western front had “partially failed,” and the German army there now 
faced “a very difficult assignment.” Thus, “it will not be possible to 
occupy France in a few weeks’ time as had been thought,” and he added 
that instead “it will most likely be necessary to advance piece by piece and 
this task will take much longer than previously thought.” Cemil explained 
that “because of this situation Berlin wishes very much that we enter the 
war against Russia right away.” From recent conversations “with 
high-ranking individuals at the [German] foreign, war, and navy offices,” 
Cemil had learned even worse intelligence. Austria-Hungary’s forces ran 
the risk of suffering substantial defeats against the Russian armies. One 
immediate consequence might be the loss of Romania to the Entente, and 
thus perhaps Bulgaria as well. For that reason, Cemil concluded, Berlin 
was urging the Ottomans to take control of the Black Sea and to attack 
Russian ports there. The German foreign office had also repeatedly urged 
that the Ottoman Third Army advance into the Caucasus.” 

These calls for intervention intensified as the Central Powers’ military 
machine began to sputter. In Cemil’s words, “originally their calls for our 
participation stemmed from the wish to gain an ally. Now they feel the 
need for our support in the light of ever-increasing difficulties. They put 
more hope in us than Romania or Bulgaria.” Despite these military set- 
backs, and even some instances of panic among German ranks, Cemil felt 
that their alliance partner would emerge victorious in the end. He added a 
crucial qualification, however: if the French armies were not decisively 
defeated soon, an eventual German success could amount to no more 
than a “weak victory.”*° 

Wilhelm IP’s instructions of September 24 to Souchon reflect the 
mounting urgency Cemil Bey had described: “In coordination with the 
ambassador [Wangenheim] continue insisting on taking the entire 
Turkish fleet [into the Black Sea].”*’ When Berlin inquired a few days 


3 ATASE, BDH, Klasör 243, Yeni Dosya 1009, Fihrist 24-1 to 21-5, Cemil to Enver, 
11 Eylül 1330 (September 24, 1914). 

4° Ibid. 
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later about the admiral’s immediate plans, Souchon replied that he 
intended “soon to engage the Russian fleet and commercial vessels with 
the Goeben, the Breslau, and the Turkish fleet. As long as this is not pos- 
sible for political reasons, I will continue training the Turkish ships and plan 
to stage a naval demonstration in the Black Sea,” thereby making a 
show of Ottoman naval power, directed towards Romania in particular." 
Souchon’s response caused jaws to drop in Berlin. Evidently Wangenheim 
had persuaded the admiral to remain patient and await further develop- 
ments. “Please cable as soon as possible,” the Auswärtiges Amt demanded, 
“which political reasons currently prevent our ships and the Turkish fleet 
from striking against Russian naval forces and commerce.”** Since the 
Ottoman cabinet had offered to make Souchon an admiral in the 
Ottoman navy, with the authority to maneuver with the entire fleet, 
Berlin insisted, “a naval strike seems ready even without the explicit 
approval of the Porte, particularly now that the Dardanelles have been 
mined shut. The Porte apparently wants to be forced into a decision [Die 
Pforte will offenbar zur Entscheidung gezwungen werden].”** 

Thus for Berlin Ottoman intervention was only partially about military 
power, that is, about diverting Russian and British troops; it was also 
about prestige and effect. Intervention could be employed to woo the 
Balkan states and, as we have seen, to spark anti-colonial rebellions among 
the Entente’s Muslim subjects. 

On October 1, 1914, Mahmud Muhtar, the Porte’s ambassador in 
Berlin, met with Deputy Foreign Secretary Zimmermann, who was well 
aware of the Ottomans’ growing financial constraints and who had already 
proposed a loan-for-entry deal on September 10. Mahmud Muhtar 
requested a loan of over 5 million Ottoman pounds. He explained that 
the loan was “needed urgently in order to maintain mobilization.” 
Zimmermann replied that “the money was available immediately upon 
the Porte’s” entry into the war. Now Mahmud Muhtar sought to nego- 
tiate, inquiring whether a smaller loan of half a million pounds could be 


42 BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 338 reverse, Souchon to Wangenheim [for Zimmermann], 
September 30, 1914; PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 30, 
1914, no. 940, and forwarded to Jagow next day, see PA/AA, R 22403, Zimmermann to 
Jagow, October 1, 1914, no. 618. 

43 PA/AA, R 1914, Auswartiges Amt to Wangenheim, October 4, 1914, no. 862. 

44 Tbid. (Emphasis in original.) This is a draft prepared by the Deputy Foreign Secretary, 
Arthur Zimmermann. The Straits had been closed after an Ottoman ship exiting the 
Straits into the Aegean had been turned around by the British on September 27, 1914. See 
BA-MA, RM 40 - 1, sheets 12-13, Usedom to Wilhelm II, October 15, 1914. 
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granted without intervention. “Such a demonstration of friendship,” the 
ambassador pleaded, “would have an enormous impact on the morale 
in the entire Muslim world.” The loan would also expose those in 
Istanbul who argued that “Germany would not be able to provide the 
necessary financial assistance to the Porte” throughout the war. Mahmud 
Muhtar added special force to his request by stressing his supposed 
personal commitment to intervention: Souchon should simply attack 
the Russian fleet in the Black Sea and “thereby pull along the elements 
that are hesitating.”*’ In Mahmud Muhtar’s request we see once again 
the Ottoman tactic of playing on the German hope for a Muslim 
anti-colonial and anti-Entente uprising. It was also characteristic of 
Ottoman-German relations during this period that although the 
Sublime Porte had no intentions of publicizing the German loan the 
ambassador did not hesitate to speak of the loan’s “enormous impact” 
among Muslims the world over. 

Once Zimmermann obtained the nod from Arthur Gwinner, the 
speaker of the Deutsche Bank, and Karl Helfferich, the German finan- 
cial advisor at the Sublime Porte, Zimmermann recommended a loan of 
5 million Ottoman pounds. The loan would carry a 5 to 6 percent rate of 
interest, and would be paid directly to the Ottoman grand vezirate with- 
out going through the Finance Minister Cavid Bey, whose opposition to 
intervention was well known — a back-room deal that opened wide the 
door for corruption. While 250,000 Ottoman pounds would be paid out 
right away, an amount of 750,000 pounds would follow after interven- 
tion. Furthermore, half a million Ottoman pounds would be paid 
out each month until the payments had reached the total of 5 million. 
The initial loan, therefore, was designed to cover a maximum period of 
eight months. Did the Ottomans assume the war would last no longer 
than that, or did they count on a subsequent loan? In his memorandum 
recommending the loan, Zimmermann pointed out that in the event the 
Ottomans took the money without striking against Russia, the loss 
would be kept to the relatively small amount of a quarter of a million 
Ottoman pounds. “At the same time,” he concluded, “the danger of a 
partial demobilization for lack of money would be eliminated.”*° That 
very night, October 1, the Auswärtiges Amt agreed to meet the 
Ottoman request and approved Zimmermann’s method for handling 
the loan.” 


45 PA/AA, R 22403, Zimmermann to Jagow, October 1, 1914, no. 613. 46 Thid. 
47 PA/AA, R 22403, Jagow to Zimmermann, October 1, 1914 [draft], no. 65. 
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The Germans took several more days to work out the exact terms, *® 
without, however, informing the Sublime Porte of its approval,” possibly 
with the intention of straining Ottoman nerves. In the attempt to encour- 
age a favorable decision, Grand Vezir Said Halim approached 
Wangenheim with a proposition that once again demonstrated the 
Ottoman leaders’ long-term vision of their cooperation with Germany. 
He suggested the creation of a German naval base in the Sea of Marmara, 
with German naval forces responsible for the protection and defense of the 
Ottoman Empire against any naval threat. Souchon found the creation of 
such a “protection fleet” to be “very practical” and pointed out that it 
would afford not only German control over the Sea of Marmara, but “over 
the Bosporus as well.” Like the grand vezir, Talat and Enver also offered 
assurances.’ In a meeting with Humann on October 2, Enver stated that 
the Dardanelles would remain closed despite Entente efforts to reopen 
them, and he emphasized that the closure would have an adverse effect on 
the economies of both Romania and Russia. As for Ottoman mobilization, 
the war minister explained, an army of over 300,000 men had been 
mobilized, plus labor battalions (amele taburları), into which he had “put 
all the unreliables: Greeks, Armenians, etc.”°” A German loan in return 
for these efforts, the Ottomans argued, was therefore well deserved. 
Humann reported that Enver had also made an ideological point: 


In this great mobilization, he [Enver] always believed that the great sacrifices that 
the people have to make must primarily advance the people’s national identity 


48 The loan agreement was concluded on October 5, 1914, see BA-MA, RM 5 — 2308, 
Capelle to Tirpitz, October 6, 1914, which also makes clear that Zimmermann, in 
particular, pressed for a naval attack on Russia by the Ottoman fleet under Souchon. See 
also BA-MA, RM 40 - 457, sheet 223, October 5, 1914, for Souchon’s notification of the 
loan agreement. The Ottoman cabinet apparently took a decision endorsing the loan 
agreement, see BOA, MV 237-102 and 102A [draft], [29 Tesrin-i Evvel 1330 
(November 11, 1914)]. The draft approves a loan from the German government of over 
5 million Ottoman lira at 6 percent interest. The draft bears no signatures. 
The Sublime Porte was notified of the loan’s approval by Ambassador Wangenheim on 
the afternoon of October 5, 1914, see PA/AA, R 2123, Vertrauliche Mitteilungen vom 5. 
Oktober 1914 [Confidential Report of October 5, 1914], compiled by Naval Captain 
Humann and submitted to the Auswärtiges Amt by Ernst Jäckh; cf. Ernst Jäckh Papers, 
Yale University Library. 
50 BA-MA, RM 40 - 456, sheets 310-12, Vertrauliche Mitteilungen vom 1. Oktober 1914 
[Confidential Report of October 1, 1914] and Souchon’s marginalia in green pencil. A 
copy of the report, compiled by Naval Captain Hans Humann and distributed to the 
various German agencies in the Ottoman capital, was forwarded to the Auswärtiges Amt 
by Ernst Jäckh and is found in PA/AA, R 1914. 
For Talat: PA/AA, R 1914, Vertrauliche Mitteilung vom 2.X.14 [Confidential Report of 
October 2, 1914]. 
32 PA/AA, R 1914, Besprechung mit Enver Pascha am 2. Oktober 1914 [Conversation with 
Enver Pasha on October 2, 1914], reported by Humann, and also found in BA-MA, RM 
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[vornehmlich seiner völkischen Erziehung zugute kommen sollen]. He looks at the 
current example set by Germany: the tireless willingness ofall to sacrifice, commit- 
ment ofthe whole person to the fatherland. A people [which lacks such commit- 
ment] has no right to exist. It is a most difficult task to teach this highest and most 
important virtue to the people of Abdülhamid [II], but it is indispensable. The 
Balkan war was lost at the time mainly because everyone thought of himself, no 
one of the fatherland [Vaterland], he [Enver] believes. The people must embrace 
the idea that it is shameful to do nothing when the fatherland is in danger.’ 


Still unaware that the loan had already been approved, the next day 
Enver discussed with Humann the severe financial difficulties facing the 
empire and the absolute necessity of a German loan. The entire army had 
been placed on half-pay and Finance Minister Cavid was urging the 
cabinet to adopt a decision for partial demobilization for financial reasons. 
Playing on the great importance Berlin attached to the Suez expedition, 
Enver warned that financial problems “slowed down especially the prep- 
arations [for the expedition] against Egypt,” and he added that the 
Ottoman army urgently needed howitzer cannons for the expedition as 
well.” 

With the approval of the loan, Germany’s military and political leaders 
expected immediate and tangible results. Zimmermann impressed on 
the German representatives in Istanbul and Tehran that “the sooner 
Russia enters into conflict with Turkey and Persia the better. Please 
work towards this aim by any possible means.””” Wangenheim tried one 
last time to persuade his superiors that they were harming Germany’s own 
interests. On October 6, he resubmitted to Zimmermann his report of 
September 24.°° “I am today still of the opinion,” the ambassador insisted, 
“that Turkey’s neutrality, benevolent towards us, is” of greater value than 
“Turkey’s premature involvement in the war, which would be a very risky 
undertaking [aleatorisches Unternehmen].” Saying he lacked confidence in 
the strength of the Ottoman armed forces, Wangenheim feared a swift 
defeat of the empire that would put an end to German influence in the 
region. “If Turkey declares war,” he commented, “[Turkey] will be of 
value to us only for as long as it remains undefeated ... one lucky torpedo 
by the Russian fleet incapacitating the Goeben would mean the destruction 
of the entire Turkish fleet and render impossible any further military 


3 Thid. 
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efforts in the Black Sea.” Wangenheim once again recounted the tangible 
benefits of Ottoman neutrality: political influence on Romania, cutting off 
Russian commerce and supplies, and preparation of the prospective 
expeditions against the Caucasus, Egypt, and Afghanistan. An Ottoman 
declaration of war, he warned, would most likely lead to a “Russian 
invasion of Armenia” and the British annexation of Egypt. The line of 
German supplies to the Ottoman Empire, crossing Romania, would also 
be severed. But Wangenheim also reported that the Ottoman government 
had ceased to insist on Bulgarian action before entering the war: “As soon 
as we achieve a decisive victory in France or Galicia, the entire [Ottoman] 
land and sea forces will be at the disposal of German interests ... If we 
are victorious in Russia or France, Souchon can commence military 
action in the Black Sea immediately.””’ Souchon also received a copy of 
the ambassador’s report.” 

Then Wangenheim attempted to ease the German pressure. The 
Istanbul government was now firmly under the control of Enver and any 
fears about the Ottomans switching sides were unwarranted. The possi- 
bility that Said Halim could orchestrate such a shift, as suggested by the 
Auswärtiges Amt, was completely unfounded. As a result of several con- 
versations he had had about this question with Enver, “the grand vezir’s 
sympathy belongs to Germany, although he does not want to break with 
England entirely.” Said Halim’s conduct, he argued, was quite under- 
standable, since as long as the Ottomans had not entered the war, a 
pre-emptive attack by the Entente had to be avoided by maintaining a 
working relationship. The ambassador assured Berlin that contrary to 
“allegedly reliable information,” the empire would not abandon 
Germany’s side under any circumstances except in the event Germany 
suffered decisive defeat on the battlefield.’ But Berlin remained wary; 
only recently Wangenheim himself had correctly reported learning “from 
two reliable, independent sources” that the Triple Entente had offered the 
Sublime Porte abrogation of all capitulations and a loan in exchange for 
demobilization and dismissal of the German officers.°° 

Wangenheim was fighting a losing battle. Three influential leaders of the 
cabinet and the CUP, apprehensive about the fate of their loan application, 
finally decided that further delay would dangerously jeopardize the alliance. 


57 PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, October 6, 1914, no. 985. 
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At a meeting on the evening of October 8, Enver, Halil, and Talat decided 
to present to Berlin a plan for intervention. At that date they had still not 
received a final word about the German loan, and evidence suggests that 
they had become seriously concerned about the possibility of Germany’s 
abandoning the alliance. Wangenheim explained to Berlin that Enver, 
Halil, and Talat were poised to press Cemal and Said Halim either to join 
them or to leave their offices. A precondition for entry, however, remained 
German financial support. Once that was granted, Souchon would be 
issued secret orders to attack Russian naval forces, possibly as early as 
Monday, October 12, 1914. The attack would proceed without a prior 
declaration of war, ostensibly in order to gain an element of surprise; in 
fact, however, in order to be able to maintain later that Russian forces had 
opened fire first. Wangenheim made it clear to Berlin that he did not 
endorse the attack, and that his “reservations about a premature Turkish 
entry” persisted. He also questioned the results Berlin expected from such 
an Ottoman naval attack: “I also do not believe that Turkish belligerence 
in the Black Sea will be sufficient in triggering revolutions in India, Persia, 
Egypt, etc.” Yet the ambassador at the same time conceded that if 
Germany did not seize the current opportunity and strongly support the 
Ottoman plan, future bad news from the European military theaters could 
render the Porte immobile at a later point.°' 

Berlin ignored Wangenheim’s misgivings and embraced the proposal 
on the spot. Chancellor Bethmann Hollweg replied to Wangenheim: 
“Please work towards immediate action [Bitte auf sofortiges Losschlagen 
hinwirken]. Financial support has already been granted through negotia- 
tions with Turkish ambassador.”°” In part, Berlin’s impatience can be 
ascribed to the fear that the Ottomans might settle with the Entente after 
all, despite Wangenheim’s claims to the contrary. Every day the Germans 
received new reports of ongoing negotiations between Entente represen- 
tatives and prominent Ottomans. Cavid, in particular, was believed to 
have the potential to redirect Ottoman policy. Some members of the 
cabinet, according to German sources, were already meeting behind 
Enver and Cemal’s backs.°’ 

In Istanbul, Cemal had joined Enver, Halil, and Talat in supporting the 
naval attack on Russia. They met with Wangenheim on the morning of 
October 11 and told him of their decision to instruct Souchon to strike 
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against the Russian fleet as soon as the embassy put aside 2 million 

Ottoman pounds for them. Although the money need not be paid out 

until after the strike, it was essential to have the funds on hand. “Because 

of Romania’s [wavering] attitude,” Wangenheim reported, Cemal, Enver, 

Halil, and Talat insisted that “the necessary funds for the conduct of a 

longer war” be physically present in the capital prior to the outbreak of 

hostilities.°* This new precondition delayed Ottoman entry for an addi- 
tional two and a half weeks. 

In a conversation with the Austro-Hungarian ambassador, Count 
Johann von Pallavicini, on October 12, Said Halim divulged that he did 
not object to the naval attack on Russia. He was only concerned that 
Russian submarines could damage the Goeben and the Breslau and thereby 
eliminate “one of the most effective instruments at any [future] peace 
negotiations.”°” 

Enver submitted the Ottoman war plan for General Helmuth von 
Moltke’s endorsement, although by that point Moltke had already been 
replaced as the chief of the general staff by Erich von Falkenhayn. The 
plan, drawn up by Major Colonel Friedrich Bronsart von Schellendorf, 
Enver Pasha’s chief of staff,°° consisted of six points. It was a tall order. 
1. The fleet shall gain naval superiority in the Black Sea by attacking the 

Russian fleet without prior declaration of war. Timing at Souchon’s 
choosing. Following the Russian declaration of war, His Majesty the 
Sultan will declare holy war against the enemies of Germany, 
Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire. 

2. The Turkish army positioned in Armenia [i.e. northeastern Anatolia] 
will hold back the Russian forces in Transcaucasia. 

3. The VIII Army Corps will move towards Egypt and may be supported 
by the XII Army Corps if necessary. But crossing into Egypt will not be 
possible for another six weeks. 

4. In the event an agreement can be reached with Bulgaria, Turkish 
troops will partially move [through Bulgarian territory] against Serbia 
and partially cover against Greece and Romania if necessary. 
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5. If Romania also joins our side, Turkish troops will [cross through 
Bulgarian territory and] fight alongside the Romanian army against 
Russia. 

6. A naval operation against Odessa with 3-4 army corps is currently 
under preparation. Execution [depends on] gaining naval superiority 
in the Black Sea and benevolent neutrality of Romania and Bulgaria. 
Timing also dependent on progress of German-Austrian offensive in 
Russia.°’ 

“Please indicate,” Enver concluded, “whether our intentions correspond 

with yours.”°® In requesting German authorization in such a formal 

manner, the war minister documented full Ottoman commitment to the 

German war effort. Such a demonstration, the Ottoman leaders hoped, 

would oblige the Germans to back the empire in the future and entitle the 

Porte to equal participation in the eventual postwar settlement. 

Deputy Foreign Secretary Zimmermann urged headquarters to 
approve Enver’s general plan without delay, regardless of any modifica- 
tions that might be desired by the generals. Any such changes, he noted, 
must be left for a later time, and what mattered most of all was interven- 
tion: “The second gold shipment has also arrived in Constantinople, so 
now Enver’s condition for a Turkish action has been met.”°” General 
Falkenhayn agreed. “The German High Command approves Enver 
Pasha’s operational plan in all points,” and Falkenhayn reiterated the 
continued importance of the expedition against Egypt. "° 

Unknown to either Germans or Ottomans, the Russian government 
was following these negotiations closely. Thanks to intercepts, Foreign 
Minister Sazonov was able to inform Admiral Eberhardt on October 20 
that “Turkey has received gold from Germany, a Turkish operation in the 
next few days is possible.” Russian intelligence had also succeeded in 
intercepting Pallavicini’s note to Vienna of October 17, in which the 
ambassador reported that the Ottoman leaders had signed an agreement 
with Wangenheim “committing themselves to immediate military action 
as soon as two million of the promised one hundred million pounds has 
arrived in Constantinople.” On October 25, Giers warned Sazonov that 


67 PA/AA,R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, October 22, 1914, no. 1087, based on 
Humann’s report about his conference with Enver, see BA-MA, RM - 4, sheets 34-5, 
Humann to Wangenheim, October 22, 1914 and BA-MA, RM - 4, sheets 39-40, Enver 
to Moltke, October 22, 1914. 

68 Ibid.; the Italian government made this point throughout the summer of 1914, for an 
example see PA/AA, R 1914, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, September 8, 1914, 
no. 752. 

6 PA/AA, R 22403, Zimmermann to Jagow, October 23, 1914, no. 800. 

70 PA/AA,R 22403, Falkenhayn to Auswärtiges Amt, October 23, 1914, no. 2073P, and PA/ 
AA, R 1914, Jagow to Auswärtiges Amt, October 24, 1914, no. 305. 


174 The Ottoman Road to War in 1914 


the Ottoman “fleet will take action as soon as Thursday [October, 29, 
1914].”’' The Russians knew what was coming. 

Even at the final moment, however, the Porte, still backed by 
Wangenheim, made a last-ditch effort to win over Berlin for a postpone- 
ment, this time by pointing to Italy as the obstacle. Citing a conversation 
with Pallavicini, Wangenheim warned his superiors that intervention 
could provoke Rome to join the Entente and to launch an attack on 
Austria-Hungary. Italy, in control of the former Ottoman provinces in 
Libya, feared that Ottoman intervention would set loose anti-colonial 
agitation there. Prime Minister Antonio Salandra’s government thus 
shared the concerns of the other colonial powers of the Entente. 
Pallavicini’s own fears had recently been rekindled by conversations 
with Halil and Talat, who exploited Vienna’s anxieties by conjuring the 
specter of an Italian attack. Thus even at this point when preparations for 
Ottoman action were well advanced, Wangenheim was still detailing at 
great length the reasons why intervention should be considered prema- 
ture, with the potential of backfiring. ’* 

In making the case against intervention once again, the ambassador 
noted that the representatives of Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and Italy 
were agreed that Ottoman entry at this point would be mistaken: “The 
Austrian military attaché [Pomiankowski] ... has filed a sharp protest with 
the Austrian general staff against the untimely intervention of Turkey, 
stating that it was irresponsible to expose Austria to an Italian attack 
because of the Turkish action.” The Bulgarian representative, too, had 
voiced his reservations. If the Ottoman war effort were successful, 
Bulgaria would support it. Ifnot, Toshev had claimed, pro-Russian policy 
would carry the day and probably lead to a joint Bulgarian-Romanian 
campaign against the Ottoman Empire.’’ And the Italian government, as 
we have seen, feared the potential effects on Italian interests in North 
Africa. To allay the anxieties of the Italian government, Berlin and Vienna 
repeatedly requested of Enver to offer reassuring statements in regard to 
Tripoli, which Enver did.”* Halil and Talat, moreover, pointed to the 
woeful conditions winter weather would pose for a campaign in the 
Caucasus, even as they insisted that the expedition against British-held 
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Egypt could take place, at the earliest, in six weeks’ time. The Egyptian 
expedition would be jeopardized entirely, however, if supply lines through 
Romania were disrupted, a very likely occurrence in the event of Ottoman 
intervention,’ since Bucharest would not permit transit of matériel to a 
belligerent power. Pallavicini, and evidently Wangenheim too, shared 
many of the Ottoman leaders’ doubts. “° 

Even the Ottoman statesmen most committed to the alliance with 
Germany were voicing serious concerns about action at that time. Both 
Enver and Talat believed that a naval attack on Russia would not suffice 
for mobilizing the colonized Islamic populations against their British, 
French, and Russian overlords, as the Germans hoped. Such large-scale 
popular resistance, they claimed, required simultaneous campaigns 
against the Russians in the Caucasus and the British in Egypt, which 
were not yet possible. According to Wangenheim, the Ottoman leaders 
believed that adequate preparations for the successful pursuit of their war 
aims were still not complete. Even Enver had made known his reserva- 
tions, although this time he did not openly object to intervention. Indeed, 
“Enver sends word,” Wangenheim wrote, “that he is still resolved to bring 
about the immediate opening of war against Russia.” To back this claim, 
Enver had informed Wangenheim that the document containing the 
secret orders for Souchon had already been drawn up and signed and 
would be handed over to Souchon the same day. ”’ 

Enver’s conduct laid bare the conviction that the alliance with Germany 
had to be preserved at all cost. If the German government could not be 
swayed to value the Ottoman Empire as a non-combatant ally, the 
Ottomans must be willing to enter the war in exchange for support in 
the new international order following the war. But even now Enver, like 
Wangenheim, was not enthusiastic about the final step to intervention, as 
the ambassador made clear: 


I have the impression that Enver Pasha personally doubts that Souchon’s attack 
with the Turkish fleet on the Russians will have any kind of effect on the Islamic 
world if there are no simultaneous campaigns against the Caucasus and Egypt, 
which are currently out of the question. But he is intent on fulfilling, under any 
circumstances, the treaty concluded with us and on keeping his promise. “* 
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On October 18, Admiral Souchon instructed Humann to obtain writ- 
ten orders from Enver addressed to the Ottoman naval officers that were 
to participate in the attack on Russia. The orders were to be drawn up both 
in German and Ottoman Turkish, and they were to instruct the Ottoman 
officers to follow any order issued by the German commanders of the 
ships.”” These secret orders, sixteen copies in sealed envelopes, were 
issued and signed by Navy Minister Cemal Pasha and handed over to 
Humann on October 24. The orders were intended to prevent any possi- 
bility of Ottoman disobedience to their German superiors during the 
operation.” On October 27, those Ottoman officers designated to partic- 
ipate in the operation received these orders,*’ along with instructions to 
destroy the documents after the attack.” Enver then authorized Souchon 
to conduct maneuvers in the Black Sea. Once at sea, Souchon would be 
instructed by radio to open another sealed order, issued by Enver, order- 
ing the fleet to attack Russian naval forces.”’ Should Enver be unable to 
secure cabinet backing prior to the operation, he would radio Souchon 
“do not open the [sealed] order,” the signal that the admiral should go 
ahead with the attack on his own authority while preserving deniability to 
Enver.** 

Even now the Ottoman leadership had not given up hope for a post- 
ponement. Enver informed the German general staff that he intended to 
dispatch a small delegation of officers to Berlin to discuss military ques- 
tions.” Falkenhayn replied that the delegation’s visit would be welcome, 
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but warned that the Black Sea operation must still proceed as planned.*° 
Next day, Halil Bey, speaker of the chamber of deputies, was assigned to 
lead the delegation, which traveled to Berlin to lay out the empire’s great 
difficulties in fighting a major war at this point. Enver explained this last 
attempt at delay to Humann: 


Halil will be traveling to Berlin for political discussions. He believes that our 
intervention will hurt German interests more than advance them. I, Talat Bey, 
and Cemal, however, are prepared for action, but we did not want to reject Halil’s 
wish. He will discuss in Berlin the general situation, and if... [Berlin] insists on our 
immediate intervention anyway, he [Halil] will be on our side.*” 


Thus despite Enver’s dismissive tone towards Halil’s mission, the 
Ottoman leaders still hoped, by having Halil personally present the case 
against intervention, to buy a few more days’ time. 

In fact, even Enver’s authorization to Souchon on October 24 did not 
amount to an order for the naval attack. Souchon still awaited 
Wangenheim’s green light, noting that he would “act only in accordance 
with the ambassador, since I cannot evaluate the political situation inde- 
pendently.”°* But it did mark the end of the Porte’s active resistance to 
Berlin’s calls for intervention. And in any case, it was evident that 
Souchon, once in the Black Sea, would be inclined to provoke an incident. 
In Souchon’s own words, he “would not, so to speak, prevent the cannons 
from discharging by themselves,” if he encountered “the Russian fleet or 
parts of it in favorable conditions.””” 

The Auswärtiges Amt was disturbed by all the recent bad political news 
from Istanbul. Berlin was unsettled in particular by the possibility that the 
Ottoman strike against Russia might not result in the intensely hoped for 
confrontation of Muslims everywhere against the Entente, especially if, as 
was quite possible, Russia treated the attack as a purely German oper- 
ation. As a result, the Auswärtiges Amt pressed for the Ottoman expedi- 
tion against the British in Egypt in order to achieve a greater effect on 
Muslim populations around the world. But Wangenheim reiterated that a 
quick expedition against Egypt seemed highly unlikely, as a result of 
incomplete preparations. But he agreed with his superiors that a naval 
attack against Russia, “carried out almost entirely by the Goeben,” should 
indeed be followed by a land campaign. “Otherwise we risk Russia’s 
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interpreting the advance of the fleet ... as merely a German operation and 
Russia might not even declare war on Turkey.” 

By October 1914, Berlin’s increasing impatience with the Ottoman 
leadership had extended to Ambassador Wangenheim as well. In order 
to control Wangenheim directly and to force him to take a harder line on 
intervention, the Auswärtiges Amt dispatched a special envoy, Richard 
von Kühlmann, to Istanbul.’' The move proved to be effective, and 
Wangenheim’s steady resistance began to crumble. Humann, who had 
worked so diligently in facilitating communication between the two sides 
generally and between Enver and Wangenheim in particular, lamented 
during the last week of October the imminence of Ottoman action in the 
Black Sea: 


Now events have developed faster than we imagined yesterday morning, and we 
now suddenly face the end of our first “phase.” 

Here at the embassy, Kühlmann pushes very strongly for striking out 
[Losschlagen] against Russia. His argument is: Berlin has given orders, and now 
the ambassador must see to it that the action happens ... He [Kühlmann] believes 
that the admiral [Souchon] no longer has a choice, because the action is something 
quite political and is militarily only of secondary importance; the government 
[Reichleitung] has ordered so!”” 


Humann, like Wangenheim, had a much deeper understanding of the 
Ottoman situation than either Kühlmann or Berlin. He believed that the 
Ottoman leaders were sufficiently committed to Germany not to turn 
towards the Entente and that, for the reasons so often elaborated by 
Wangenheim, the policy of armed neutrality benefited Germany’s war 
effort. According to Humann, Wangenheim even believed “that action at 
this time was foolish. But, Berlin wants it! And there is nothing he can do 
to change that.” As far as Humann was concerned, only the complete 
annihilation of the Russian Black Sea Fleet, a very unlikely outcome, 
could justify a naval encounter.” 


The naval attack on Russia, October 27-31, 1914 


On October 27, 1914, Admiral Souchon took the Ottoman fleet into the 
Black Sea with the express intention of causing war between the Ottoman 
Empire and Russia. Souchon informed Wangenheim from sea that the 
maneuver was being conducted “under the pretense of naval exercises 
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[unter Vorwand Flottenmanöver)” and that he intended to “attack the 
Russian fleet upon Enver’s telegram per agreement or at a suitable 
opportunity.””* 

Once outatsea, Souchon awaited Enver’s wireless instructions either to 
open the sealed orders for the attack on the Russian coast or, depending 
on the political situation in the capital, not to open them. This was the 
agreed-upon signal for Souchon to launch the attack without written 
authorization. Then Enver added yet another twist. He sent no radio 
instructions at all and thereby forced the final decision on the German 
admiral.”° 

Two days later, in the early morning hours of October 29, Souchon 
informed Wangenheim that “yesterday the Russian fleet disturbed exer- 
cises of the Turkish fleet constantly” and that “today hostilities were 
opened.””° The German—Ottoman fleet had sunk two Russian warships, 
the minelayer Prut and the gunboat Kubanetz, which, the admiral claimed 
(falsely, as we shall see), were “engaged in hostile activity in front of the 
Bosporus.” The Goeben, he added, successfully shelled the Black Sea port 
Sevastopol.” According to Souchon, the Prut was carrying 700 mines 
intended for the northern mouth of the Bosporus, more than “justifying 
the Turkish attack.””® A report claiming Russia had attacked the Ottoman 
fleet was delivered to the authorities in the capital.” 
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The same day, Said Halim received a short memorandum from War 
Minister Enver Pasha alleging that the Russian navy had attacked the 
Ottoman squadron conducting training maneuvers in the Black Sea. 
The news was not entirely bad, however. Ottoman forces had not suffered 
any damage or losses from the attack, the ships had succeeded in sinking 
one enemy gunboat and one torpedo boat, and they had taken three 
Russian officers and eighty-three crew members prisoner. The Russian 
“attack,” in other words, had been successfully thwarted. 109 

Two days later, Enver reported through official channels to the grand 
vezirate the latest information regarding the naval encounter. He provided 
a doctored description of the events that had occurred in the Black Sea. 
The account was allegedly based on statements made by Russian officers 
and crew taken prisoner-of-war during the engagement. Enver claimed 
that the Russian naval commanders leading the attack had previously 
served on the Russian ambassadorial yacht in Istanbul, implying that the 
attack stemmed from long-term Russian planning. This was an important 
consideration, as it evoked the century-old threat of Russian occupation of 
Istanbul and the Straits. Enver elaborated: 


The commission sent to interrogate the Russian prisoners has found that on 
October 27, 1914, a Russian fleet accompanied by three submarines left 
Sevastopol and headed south. After laying 200 mines, the [minelayer] Prut con- 
tinued its southward course on the following day, on October 28, 1914. We have 
learned that the Prut had been in preparation [for this mission] since October 18, 
1914. In keeping with their plan, the Russians left behind only a minimum number 
of warships required for the defense of the region around Sevastopol. In light of the 
statements made by the [captured] officers and men, and in light of the fact that at 
the time [of the encounter] a part of our navy was out in the Black Sea while the 
main part of our navy was inside the Bosporus, the Russian plan has become clear. 
The Russians were planning to mine [the northern end of] the Bosporus and to cut 
off thereby our squadron in the Black Sea from any support. The Russian fleet was 
going to attack our squadron in the Black Sea, and expected that our fleet inside 
the Bosporus would rush out to the Black Sea, run into the mines, and perish. The 
commanders of the [Russian] ships had spent one to two years in Istanbul on the 
[Russian] ambassadorial yacht two or three years ago and possessed excellent 
knowledge of the Bosporus region. The total number of crew members was 
around 250. Four officers, one of whom was wounded, one physician and 
seventy-two men have been taken to Izmit.'' 
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An Ottoman-Russian naval engagement in the Black Sea that would 
precipitate the empire’s entry into the war was precisely the incident Said 
Halim had been so eager to avoid. Aware of Berlin and Vienna’s urgent 
desire to see the Ottoman Empire actively involved in the war, the grand 
vezir had opposed Ottoman naval maneuvers in the Black Sea since the 
second half of August. When an incident did occur on October 29, Said 
Halim certainly suspected, if he did not firmly believe, that the reports he 
was receiving were meant only to disguise the actual event, a 
German-Ottoman naval attack on Russia. 

At the German embassy, Wangenheim learned that Grand Vezir Said 
Halim Pasha and Finance Minister Cavid Bey had protested the outbreak 
of war in the cabinet and portrayed it as the doing of a few cabinet 
members.'°” Said Halim, moreover, refused to accept “responsibility for 
the hostile action.”!”° In contrast, Cemal and Enver sent notes of con- 
gratulation to the admiral.'°® On October 30, 1914, the Sublime Porte 
issued a public communiqué describing the incident as a Russian attack 
on the Ottoman fleet, stating that “the Imperial Government will no 
doubt protest with its utmost vigor against this hostile act that the 
Russian fleet conducted against a minor section of our fleet.”'°? To the 
public, such a statement confirmed the widely held view of Russia’s 
hostile designs. To the Entente, it eliminated any doubt that the Porte 
was committed to war against them. The Entente ambassadors in 
Istanbul, Maurice Bompard, Michael Nikolaevich Giers, and Louis 
Mallet, promptly declared their intention to depart and requested their 
passports. ‘°° 

Cemal Pasha saw to it that the Russian prisoners-of-war were kept 
strictly isolated so as to preserve the lie of a Russian attack. It had also 
been his idea to publish an “official statement” concerning the Black Sea 
attack in order to “depict the Russians as the aggressors as soon as 
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possible.” And an official protest denouncing the Russian action was to be 
lodged with the Great Powers as well.” 


Intervention and its impact on German-Ottoman 
relations 


On the evening of October 31, Enver invited his old friend Hans Humann 
to discuss the most recent developments. Here Humann learned that 
earlier that day twenty-seven members of the CUP had gathered to 
reach a consensus on the next course of action. Seventeen members 
voted for war against Russia, while ten members opposed it. During this 
meeting, according to Enver, evidence was presented demonstrating that 
the Russian fleet had intended to mine the Bosporus in preparation for 
hostile action against the Ottoman capital and the Straits.'°° It remains 
unclear exactly what this documentation consisted of, but it was certainly 
manipulated if not fabricated entirely.'°? What can be said, however, is 
that this meeting was pivotal, for the CUP might have decided that it was 
not yet time for war and taken steps to reverse these events. It is unlikely, 
moreover, that anyone was fooled by the documentation presented at the 
gathering that evening; the October 31 decision for war grew out of the 
conviction that the time for the inevitable military encounter with Russia 
had arrived. 

Humann also learned that the cabinet had convened twice that day. 
During the first of these meetings, the grand vezir, along with four other 
ministers, submitted his resignation. In the afternoon, a CUP delegation 
met the grand vezir and showed him the “evidence” for a Russian attack, 
asking him to retract his resignation and remain in office. Meeting in the 
late afternoon, the cabinet, too, was presented with the so-called proof of 
Russian culpability. Enver explained further that he, Cemal, Halil, and 
Talat stood by the decision for war as they had promised at the time of the 


107 ATASE, BDH, Klasér 87, Yeni Dosya 449, Fihrist 1-1, Ahmed Cemal [to Enver?], 16 
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loan agreement. As a concession to Said Halim, a conciliatory note would 
be sent to the Russian government. Humann, despite his earlier misgiv- 
ings, opposed the idea of such a note vehemently. It “discredited” 
Admiral Souchon, he said, and could turn Ottoman public opinion 
against Germany. Humann warned Enver that if Germany, “tired of 
waiting and promises, turned away from Turkey, the demise ofthe empire 
is certain.” Humann asked Enver to reconsider the note to Russia and did 
not fail to point outthata German-Russian understanding at the expense 
ofthe Ottoman Empire could end the German-Russian conflict. Despite 
this threat, Enver held firm, replying that he had been alone in the cabinet 
in opposing the note.''° Humann’s threat, though only once documented 
to this level of clarity, had hung over each phase of the negotiation process 
between the two allies since the signing of the treaty on August 2. 

In the cabinet’s note, Said Halim maintained that the Ottoman author- 
ities “deeply regret the fact that a hostile act, provoked by the Russian 
fleet, has disturbed the two countries’ friendly relations.” The grand vezir 
pledged to put in place precautionary measures to avoid any such inci- 
dents in the future. The Ottoman fleet, he continued, would no longer be 
authorized to maneuver in the Black Sea, and he expressed the hope that 
the Russian fleet would likewise refrain from conducting naval operations 
there.'!! 

Humann need not have worried. The Russian government left the 
grand vezir’s conciliatory note unanswered. Instead, it recalled its diplo- 
matic corps and retaliated on the Russian—Ottoman border at Erzurum, 
while British and French warships opened fire on Canakkale at the south- 
ern Dardanelles and on Aqaba from the Red Sea.'!* On November 10, 
the Ottoman cabinet officially declared war on Russia and its allies, 
Britain and France. A few days later, it also declared war on Belgium, 
Montenegro, and Serbia. The cabinet’s declaration insisted that the 
Russian fleet had been sailing towards the Bosporus “with the intention 
of laying mines” when it opened fire on the “part of the Ottoman fleet that 
was exercising in the Black Sea.” Ottoman forces had only then returned 
fire. According to the cabinet, the government had sought to resolve the 
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incident through an investigation, but the Russian government had shown 
no interest and had instead chosen to attack the empire. 2 But, as we have 
seen, whether anyone in the cabinet actually believed this description of 
the “Black Sea Incident,” is doubtful. Cemal, Enver, Halil, Said Halim, 
and Talat, at least, knew the real story. 

To their considerable relief, the Ottoman leaders learned that the 
Radoslavov government was resisting staunchly Russian pressures to 
take up arms against Istanbul. Their ambassador at Sofia, Ali Fethi, 
reported that St. Petersburg’s official approaches had been turned down 
in no uncertain terms, and that Radoslavov had been applauded in a 
special meeting of the Bulgarian legislature when he depicted the 
Ottomans as friends and Serbs as foes. Later on, Radoslavov had declared 
Serbia the greatest Bulgarian enemy and claimed that Bulgarians, too, 
would soon reach for the gun.''* 

Having declared war on Great Britain, France, and Russia, the 
Ottomans now called for an expansion ofthe current terms ofthe alliance 
in exchange. Already at the time of its signing, they had demanded that the 
treaty cover a period of at least five years, while the Germans had sug- 
gested a treaty lasting for the duration of the war.''” Following the naval 
attack, the Ottomans now pressed for a change in the length of the treaty 
from five to ten years. Halil had delivered the cabinet’s request through 
Wangenheim, who supported the proposal and advised its acceptance. 
The Ottomans also requested amending the treaty so that it would guar- 
antee German protection not only against an attack from Russia but also 
Britain, France, and any combination of smaller states. Wangenheim 
remarked that such a revision of the treaty was necessary to keep the 
current Ottoman cabinet intact. He also pointed out that, in any case, 
the Central Powers could honor the treaty only in the event of decisive 
military victory.''° 

While Berlin hesitated in approving the proposal, Vienna strongly 
supported it. Ambassador Pallavicini urged its rapid adoption. Should 
the Central Powers win the war, Pallavicini argued, close collaboration 
with the Ottoman Empire would be one of its most significant and 


113 BOA, MV 237-90, 28 Tesrin-i Evvel 1330/21 Zilhicce 1332 (November 10, 1914); 
BOA, BEO.NGG 171, Hariciye Gelen, 323983, 30 Tesrin-i Evvel 330/23 Zilhicce 1332 
(November 12, 1914), which includes Enver to Said Halim, 3 Tesrin-i Sani 330/28 
Zilhicce 1332 (November 16, 1914), no. 3987. 
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113 See chapter 4. 
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tangible results. The Habsburg foreign minister, Count Berchtold, felt the 
same way.''’ Back in Berlin, Deputy Foreign Secretary Zimmermann 
also recommended approval. But Jagow and Bethmann considered the 
new terms unnecessary and even dangerous. “The current world war,” 
the reply stated, “has been caused in no small part by the exaggeration of 
the alliance systems ... Expansion of the alliance against all states would 
give rise to the formation of a new system of coalitions, which we wish to 
avoid entirely.” The chancellor also pointed to the fact that the current 
treaty, with a term of five years, already had a renewal clause for an 
additional five years to be decided on when the first five-year period 
concluded. The treaty, therefore, needed no amendment.!!® 

Berlin’s rejection of the proposal caused a sharp reaction in Istanbul. 
The revision of the treaty, Wangenheim fired back, was an absolute 
necessity for the empire’s political stability: 


In order to appease the grand vezir, Cavid, and their backers, Enver and his friends 
had expressed the wish to expand the alliance and improve the credit agreement. 
They had counted on a favorable response from Berlin. The fact that we have not 
given them a [positive] decision as of yet has increased the tensions here by the day. 
I am unable to meet with the grand vezir personally.'!° 


The Ottomans’ posturing as reported by Wangenheim had its intended 
effect, and Berlin reversed its decision. Bethmann instructed the ambassa- 
dor to inform Said Halim of his consent to the treaty’s extension until 1920 
and its automatic renewal until 1926 unless one of the Powers wished to 
terminate it.'”° After a period of negotiation, Said Halim and Wangenheim 
signed the final version of the revised treaty on January 11, 1915.'*' In 
addition, Said Halim insisted on “a letter that included the promise” that 
Germany would support the empire financially “for the entire duration of 
the war.” The Auswärtiges Amt promptly issued the letter.” 
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Following the attack on the Russian fleet and the shelling of Russian 
port cities on October 29-31, Russian troops crossed the border into 
Erzurum Province on the morning of November 1, 1914.'*’ The outbreak 
of war also marked the beginning of the arrest of citizens of the Entente 
and the wholesale seizure of enemy property in the empire. Enver issued 
instructions for the search of Entente embassies and consulates and the 
seizure of businesses, goods, and ships belonging to the governments or 
citizens of Russia, Britain, France, and Belgium. From Said Halim, Enver 
requested that civil officials assist army commanders in following these 
orders.'** And even prior to any of the Sublime Porte’s official declara- 
tions of war, the Fourth Army centered at Hama (in today’s Syria) began 
arresting Belgian, British, French, and Russian citizens on November 2, 
including diplomatic consuls and their staff. "° 

Talat, the interior minister, agreed with Enver’s orders for seizing 
British and French ships along with those belonging to Russian nationals. 
He thought, however, that foreign businesses, except for those of Russia, 
should for the time being be left alone until the cabinet had taken a 
comprehensive decision regarding such enterprises.'”° Talat’s position 
was approved by the cabinet, and a detailed procedure for the treatment of 
enemy officials, citizens, and property was drawn up shortly thereafter, on 
November 15, 1914.17” 

Throughout August-October 1914, as Austro-Hungarian and German 
attempts failed to bring Bulgaria, Romania, and the Ottoman Empire into 
the war on their side, Berlin’s pressure for immediate Ottoman interven- 
tion mounted. Germany not only declared its intention of withholding any 
further assistance until its ally had joined it on the battlefield, but also 
threatened to recall its personnel instrumental to the Ottoman mobiliza- 
tion effort. The departure of German personnel and matériel, including 
the departure of the Goeben and the Breslau, would have returned the 
country to its former state of isolation during a time when the empire’s 
neighbors were armed to the teeth and fully mobilized. 

More importantly, however, allowing the rupture of the German- 
Ottoman alliance would have meant putting an end to the crucial 
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long-term goals associated with it. That the Ottoman leaders were unwill- 
ing to do so can be seen explicitly in Said Halim Pasha’s proposal of 
October 1, 1914, for the creation of a long-term German naval base in 
the Sea of Marmara, which would have given the Germans a considerable 
role in the empire’s security. The same impulse for a long-term arrange- 
ment is also evident in the Ottomans’ demand for extending the terms of 
the alliance to 1920, renewable until 1926. 

Enver Pasha, too, directly engaged in the attempt to preserve the 
alliance without fulfilling its military obligations. In meetings with his 
German counterparts as late as October 1914, he enumerated the advan- 
tages the Central Powers were reaping from the closure of the Straits. 
In time, however, through threats to terminate the alliance and abandon 
Ottoman interests entirely, perhaps even settling the war through agree- 
ments with the Great Powers by partitioning the Ottoman Empire alto- 
gether, Berlin had prevailed. 


Conclusion: the decision for war 
remembered 





In the war’s final month of fighting, Enver Pasha issued the following 
letter to his general staff on October 18, 1918: 


The situation that has been created by the attack of the Entente on the Macedonian 
front and the riots in Bulgaria have forced the Bulgarian government to propose a 
separate peace with our enemies. Bulgaria is therefore no longer our ally. In 
consultation with our allies we have jointly proposed peace negotiations to our 
enemies on the basis of the Wilsonian principles. The purpose of our entry into the 
war on the side of Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Bulgaria was to engage as 
many enemy troops as possible and to keep these away from the European theater, 
where the outcome of the war would be decided. The Ottoman army and navy 
fully pursued this objective without interruption. And they have until now com- 
pletely fulfilled this task on all fronts despite many sacrifices. As a result of the new 
situation, the present government has decided to resign. As a member of this 
government, I have also asked our commander-in-chief [Sultan Mehmed Resad 
V] to release me from the office of the chief of the general staff. 


For the Ottomans, the war was over. 

Following the collapse of their armies in the second half of 1918, the 
Central Powers had no choice but to sue for peace. In Istanbul, a new 
cabinet headed by Ahmed Izzet Pasha replaced the wartime government. 
Talat, grand vezir (and pasha) since February 1917, continued to wield 
much of his previous authority, however, and controlled the formation of 
his successor’s cabinet. The new cabinet faced the impossible task of 
negotiating the terms of the peace settlement with the victorious Entente 
powers and salvaging as much as possible of the empire and its sover- 
eignty. Central to this task was the prosecution and punishment of the 
former Ottoman leaders who had directed the war against the Entente. 
And although the most prominent members of the former government 
fled the country immediately after the official signing of the armistice on 
October 30, 1918, the majority of cabinet members eventually faced trial. 
To a great extent, the sentencing of the wartime leaders served to placate 
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the Entente powers, and it has rightly been characterized as a “show 
trial.”” 

The interrogation of the wartime cabinets accused the cabinet members 
of the following ten transgressions: 


Í; 
2. 


3; 


10. 


Entering the war without reason and at an untimely moment. 
Falsely stating to the chamber of deputies the real reasons and course 
of events behind the declaration of war. 

Rejecting the honorable and salutary offers by the Entente govern- 
ments following mobilization and prior to the declaration of war, and 
allowing the Empire to be drawn into war without obtaining any kind 
of guarantee from Germany and without securing an advantage. 


. Permitting, for purely personal reasons, the squandering of the vitality 


of the people [millet] by entrusting the war to incompetent and prof- 
ligate hands, and [permitting] the undertaking at all battlefronts of 
foolish operations contrary to military science. 


. Turning the country into a scene of calamity by issuing temporary 


laws, ordinances, and regulations completely irreconcilable with the 
rule of law, human rights, and especially the spirit and letter of our 
Constitution. 


. Concealing, merely in order to protect the position [of certain indi- 


viduals], events of the war that did not concern strategy and did not 
have to be kept confidential; and failing to inform the people in a 
timely manner of the disastrous consequences that would ensue from 
allowing the enemy to trample over portions of the exalted homeland. 


. Refusing the Entente governments’ repeated peace offers during the 


war years, particularly following the Russian Revolution, and thus 
inviting today’s inauspicious outcome. 


. Destroying the country’s economy through profiteering and misap- 


propriation, by guaranteeing that a few private individuals and cor- 
porations would accumulate wealth, rather than taking measures to 
alleviate the needs of the people in the face of the hardships of war. 


. Infringing upon the freedom of press and correspondence by putting 


in place political and military censorship without any necessity or 
basis in law, and barring the importation of European news reports. 
Participating in the atrocities by supporting bands of brigands in 
violation of personal freedoms and property rights by bringing 
about administrative chaos within the country.” 


2 Sina Aksin, Istanbul Hükümetleri ve Milli Mücadele (Istanbul: Cem Yayınevi, 1976), 17-70. 
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The responses to these questions framed the subsequent narration of the 
Ottoman entry into the First World War. Those who testified depicted 
Enver as a loose cannon who forced the empire into the war through secret 
dealings with German agents. This image of Enver as a single-minded 
dictator prepared to join the German side in battle at any price has dem- 
onstrated an impressive historiographic resilience. But as the examination 
of Ottoman publications on the eve of the war has shown, the public, or, at 
least, the broader elite, supported an alliance with Germany and saw war as 
a desirable path to reclaiming the empire’s independence and economic 
stability. 

Although most authors of political memoirs writing in the era of the 
modern Turkish Republic denied their support for the ultimately 
ill-fated alliance with Germany, a few acknowledged their earlier convic- 
tions. These authors stated that, before the war, they indeed believed in 
the advantages that could be gained from the German-Ottoman Alliance 
of 1914. Galip Vardar, a former officer and committed CUP member, 
whose memoirs were published in 1960, noted that the “most difficult 
question” the CUP would ever have to answer was the question of why it 
decided for war in 1914. Vardar provided the following explanation: 


Everybody is in agreement that the Ottoman Empire entered this war with the 
approval ofthe Unionist cabinet which was in power. And many even claim thatin 
this [approval] the roles of Talat, Enver, and Cemal pashas were predominant. 
Moreover, those who examine this question carefully, hold first and foremost one 
person responsible. And that is War Minister Enver Pasha. They say: Enver Pasha 
was the personal friend of the German emperor Wilhelm H. During his time in 
Berlin as military attache, [Enver] won [Wilhelm II’s] trust and favor ... It was 
Enver who permitted the two German warships Goeben and Breslau, which were in 
great danger in the Mediterranean, to maneuver through the minefields at 
Canakkale and take refuge in Istanbul. It was again Enver who took the admiral 
of those ships, [Wilhelm] Souchon, into Ottoman service, and who later allowed 
[Souchon] to go out into the Black Sea under the pretext of naval exercises. 
Therefore Enver personally led the empire into the war. Many have reached this 
[above] conclusion. This is not the truth. The truth is that the leaders of the CUP 
favored siding with Germany for emotional reasons [his itibariyle], that they 
remained under the impact of the tragic disasters of the Balkan Wars, that they 
feared Russia, that they had to find money, and that, finally, they went with the 
flow of events and entered the war with hesitation.* 


Kura İsabet Eden Beşinci Şube Tarafından İcra Olunan Tahkikat Ve Zabt Edilen İfadatı 
Muhtevidir [Fifth Parliamentary Investigation Committee] (Istanbul: Meclis-i Mebusan 
Matbaası, 1334 [1918]), 5-6; cf. Osman Selim Kocahanoğlu, Ittihat-Terakki’nin 
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A mix of pride, sense of violation, and revenge imbued the Ottoman 
intellectual climate on the eve of the First World War. The human suffer- 
ing and territorial losses experienced by the Ottomans in 1911-13 result- 
ing from the Tripolitanian and Balkan wars had been harrowingly 
illustrated by the arrival of Muslim refugees. Contemporary publications 
sought to mobilize society and ready it against further calamity. These 
publications sent out an emotional rallying cry to a psychologically vul- 
nerable public. These emotions were recast in social Darwinian terms, 
and journals like Büyük Duygu (The Great Yearning) argued that the road 
to the future led through war. Enver Pasha, perhaps the most influential 
Ottoman decision-maker, also subscribed to the ideas promoted in the 
literature of the time.’ Since the late eighteenth century, the Ottomans 
had observed a gradual but unmistakable shift in the balance of interna- 
tional power towards the states of Western Europe. Despite repeated 
efforts at reform, the empire never successfully kept up with the techno- 
logical and industrial developments in Europe. As a result, the Ottomans’ 
vast empire increasingly fell subject to the political and financial interests 
of outsiders. In theory, only diplomacy offered an opportunity for the 
empire to maintain control over its own affairs. Finding an ally among the 
states of the Great Powers would have offered a measure of real security 
and greater autonomy in the empire’s political economy, which was 
frequently at the mercy of European investors. This thinking explains 
the urgency of Ottoman efforts to put an end to diplomatic isolation 
and to seize the opportunity of a German alliance during the July Crisis 
of 1914. 

Only rarely does the historian get a clear statement by the decision- 
makers themselves as to the rationale behind their decisions. On one such 
occasion Talat Pasha emphasized that the alliance with the Central 
Powers was part of a strategy to achieve long-term security, economic 
development, and, eventually, national recovery. He explained this strat- 
egy and rationale in a letter of October 23, 1917, to Ernst Jäckh, the 
self-proclaimed German expert on the Near East and government liaison 
in Istanbul: 


It would be wrong to consider our alliance with Germany as a temporary political 
combination. The Turco-German alliance is the result of a concrete policy based 
on the community of interests. The quadruple alliance which has proved itself 
during three years of war will, with the help of God, be able to triumph over the 


> See his conversation with Hans Humann in PA/AA, R 1914, Besprechung mit Enver 
Pascha am 2. Oktober 1914 [Conversation with Enver Pasha on October 2, 1914], 
reported by Humann, and also found in BA-MA, RM 40 - 4, sheets 94-7. 
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difficulties of the moment and ensure for our countries a glorious peace and a 
future of prosperity.° 


Only an alliance with Germany offered any prospect of fulfilling this 
long-term strategy, since the Entente states all had concrete territorial 
ambitions in the Near East and had shown no interest in genuine diplo- 
matic cooperation with the Ottoman Empire. 

Said Halim Pasha, the grand vezir during the July Crisis, was in this sense 
not far from Talat in his thinking. Following Franz Ferdinand’s assassina- 
tion on June 28, 1914, Said Halim skillfully redoubled efforts to conclude 
the alliance with Berlin. He did so primarily by exploiting Vienna’s sense of 
insecurity during the Sarajevo Crisis, and by invoking the possibility of a 
Greek-Ottoman alliance that would assure Greek support to Serbia, a 
frightening prospect for the Habsburgs. Enver and Talat followed up on 
Said Halim’s efforts and met with the Austro-Hungarian and German 
ambassadors, Johann von Pallavicini and Hans von Wangenheim, reiterat- 
ing the Ottoman desire to form an alliance with the Central Powers. In a 
meeting with Wangenheim on July 22, Enver emphasized that he was 
speaking on behalf of the entire Committee of Union and Progress, and 
the war minister held out once again the prospect of a Greek-Ottoman or 
even an Entente—Ottoman alliance. Thus, far from pursuing a policy that 
only he himself supported, Enver Pasha was the chief negotiator of an 
alliance strategy backed by the Ottoman decision-making elite. 

The policy of feigning readiness to join the Entente, moreover, had the 
intended effect on Kaiser Wilhelm II. Sensing an opening, Said Halim 
had offered immediately a “secret short-term German—Ottoman alliance 
directed against Russia.” ’ In a recently discovered manuscript penned by 
the former grand vezir himself just before his assassination in Rome in 
1921, Said Halim described his meetings with Wangenheim. He wrote, 
“During our discussions about Russia’s schemes I took the occasion to tell 
him [Wangenheim] that the only way to put an end to Russia’s aggression 
would be an alliance with Germany.”® And, by 1921, Said Halim 
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preuves durant les trois années de guerre saura, avec l’aide de Dieu, triompher des 
difficultés du moment et assurer à nos pays une paix glorieuse et un avenir de prosperité.” 
7 PA/AA, R 22402, Wangenheim to Auswärtiges Amt, July 27, 1914, no. 370. Also in 
Kautsky, Outbreak, no. 285. 

“Au cours d’un de nos entretiens sur les agissements de la Russie, je saisis Poccasion pour 
lui dire que le seul moyen de mettre fin aux agressions de la Russie serait une alliance avec 
Allemagne.” See Said Halim Pasa, L’Empire Ottoman et la Guerre Mondiale (Istanbul: 
Editions Isis, 2000), 8. 
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evidently had not changed his mind, saying that “[in] effect the alliance 
with Germany was then the most desirable thing for Turkey.”’ In an 
interview with the New York Times, appearing on February 22, 1915, 
Said Halim declared that in making their decision for war Turkey’s leaders 
had been “tired of the hypocrisy actuating the powers of the Triple 
Entente when dealing with Turkey.” The grand vezir added that the 
Ottoman Empire “knew that to enter into relations with Great Britain, 
France, and Russia would have been a harmful factor in respect to the 
country’s interest.” Finally, the grand vezir stated, the Ottoman “people 
want a chance to work out their destiny.” 1° 

While Berlin initially perceived the treaty as a measure to steer through 
the tumultuous days of the July Crisis, the Ottomans harbored much 
grander hopes. To them, the alliance meant long-term military security 
and a chance to gain momentum for political stability and economic 
development. The irony, of course, is striking: rather than ushering in a 
period of stability, as they had hoped, the alliance committed the 
Ottomans to fighting a war that rang the empire’s death knell. 

The Ottomans won Berlin for an alliance not only by threatening to join 
the enemy camp, the Triple Entente, but also by promising substantial 
military support to the war effort of the Central Powers. They did so 
primarily through the efforts of Enver Pasha, who conducted the final 
alliance negotiations with the German ambassador, Hans von 
Wangenheim, and the head of the German military mission, Otto Liman 
von Sanders. This re-examination of the German—Ottoman negotiations 
during August-November 1914 strongly suggests that the image of Enver 
Pasha as war hawk dazzled by Germany’s military power and by 
pan-Islamist dreams is untenable. By 1914, Enver Pasha, like the majority 
of the Ottoman elite, perceived the interests of the international system to 
oppose the continued existence of the Ottoman Empire. And, to the 
Ottomans, fighting back appeared possible only within the context of an 
alliance with the German Empire. 

Nor was Enver eager to dive into the war: the Ottomans only entered 
after three months of foot-dragging, deception, and protracted negotia- 
tions with Berlin, and only after the German—Ottoman alliance came close 
to rupturing. Once the Ottoman leaders secured the alliance with 
Germany on August 2, 1914, they focused their energies on postponing 
any military engagement. When the Germans, and especially Liman, 
pressed Istanbul for action, the Ottomans repeatedly insisted on the 


° “En effet, alliance avec l’Allemagne était la chose la plus désirable alors pour la Turquie.” 
See Said Halim Pasa, L’Empire Ottoman, 8. 
10 “Turkey Distrusted Allies, Says Halim,” The New York Times, February 22, 1915. 
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necessity of an alliance with Bulgaria and for more time to complete their 
mobilization efforts. It was Germany’s refusal to provide further military 
aid, and its threat to abandon them and to conclude a separate peace with 
Russia, that finally drew the Ottomans into war. 

In 1914 Ottoman public life was charged with feelings of despair and 
violation at the hands of the Great Power system. These strong emotions 
also imbued Ottoman diplomacy. The empire’s statesmen sought revenge 
against a system that they believed had betrayed them, while at the same 
time imagining that war would set the stage for national renewal and 
reinvigoration. The assassination of Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo 
unleashed a new international dynamic that afforded the Ottomans a 
historic opportunity for self-assertion. While the empire’s demise after 
the war has been understood as a sign of a failure of leadership, the tenets 
under which they operated did not die with them. Militarism, national- 
ism, and modernization continued to define the political landscape of the 
Turkish nation-state that emerged after the First World War. 

Finally, one might speculate that, given the incompleteness of the 
nationalizing process in the Ottoman territories in 1914, the diverse 
peoples of the region might have managed to continue their fare within 
the old Ottoman framework. The radical change in leadership after 
January 1913, however, suggests that the time in which “continuation” 
would have been an option had already passed. 
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